


The Happiest Life
The unfOrgettable "Sunny Jim" Fitzsimmons, trainer of Gallant Fox,

Bold Ruler and Nashua, just to name ajew,
attributed his success to ''good horses and good bosses."

ames Edward "Sunny Jim"
Fitzsimmons would get

around to taking his doctor's
advice ... just not in a hurry.
Indeed, it took him more than
three-quarters of a century.

In 1887, Fitzsimmons, a
skinny exercise boy, was
advised by a doctor to retire
from racing and turn to the
quiet life of a farmer. "Young
man," the doctor told him,
"you had better give up rac-
ing. Stay away from that
excitement, or you won't last
with that heart."

Fitzsimmons lasted with
that heart, lasted until he final-
ly decided in 1963 to call it
quits. During his years on the
turf, he became the only train-
er of two Triple Crown
champions (Gallant Fox in
1930 and Omaha in 1935). In
addition, he trained two world-
leading money-winning borses
(Gallant Fox, $328,165, and
Nashua, $1,288,565).

He trained for such fa-
mous names as Belair Stud
and Wheatley Stable and had
a barnful of the finest blue-blooded
horseflesh in America. He did it all,
and through many of those years he
was known as "Sunny Jim," a fitting
nickname for a man with such a twin-

rich and famous to the newest
groom in the stable.

Hard work paved the way
for his success. "I like to
sleep in the mornings," he
would say. "If I had a way to
beat them, I wouldn't be get-
ting up at 4:30 every day."

Fitzsimmons was born
July 23, 1874, in a little cot-
tage on a farm in the village
of Sheepshead Bay, New
York. The house later was
razed to make way for the
Sheep shead Bay racetrack,
which opened in 1880.

As a 10-year-old, Fitzsim-
mons began his track career
on March 4, 1885, the day
Grover Cleveland was sworn
in as President of the United
States. He went to work as a
dishwasher in a track kitchen,
an errand boy, water boy, sta-
ble cook's helper, general
helper, hotwalker and exer-
cise rider-or a combination
of any or all of the above. He
slept in a barn loft.

In 1887, he contracted
malaria at Long Branch, New

Jersey, and suffered from palpitations of
the heart. It was then the doctor advised
him to give up racing. But young Fitzsim-
mons had some things he wanted to do
before he settled down to a quiet life.

Left to right: Jockey H. Dabsen, Henry Carnegie Phipps, James Fitpimmons
and Mrs. Henry Carnegie Phipps gather in the paddock prior to a race.
Fitpimmons said of his owners, "Anybody who couldn't train for the people J
work for just can't train."

kle in his eyes, a good nature and an
even disposition.

As busy as "Mr. Fitz" was on the
racetrack, he always seemed to find a
few moments for anybody-from the



Trainer Sunny Jim Fitpimmons prepares to send
out Bold Ruler, Eddie Arcaro up, on his retirement
parade at Saratoga August 16, 1958.

He rode his first race at Brighton
Beach August 7, 1889, aboard New-
burg, owned by the Dwyer brothers.
More than a year later, he brought
home his first winner, Crispin, on Sep-
tember 13, 1890, at Gloucester City,
New Jersey. Seventy-three years later,
when he retired, Mr. Fitz said his
biggest thrill was the victory aboard
Crispin in a I-mile selling race that
carried a $250 purse. "We won, whip-
ping, by 6 lengths," he recalled, adding
that it was "a bad ride. The horse was a
sixteenth of a mile in front in the
stretch, and I started whipping him."

At the age of 17, he married Jennie
Harvey, and together they raised six
children (five sons and a daughter).
Two of the sons, James J. and John,

became chief assistants with the stable.
Fitzsimmons rode for about 10

years, never distinguishing himself.
He said he was "pretty mediocre" as a
jockey. "I was vaccinated for jockey,
but it didn't take," he declared.

He recalled that he rode at the Gut-
tenberg track "when they first held
night racing under the lights. I hadn't
had a winner in some time. When I got
a chance to win one, 1 was halfway
down the stretch when I saw some-
thing coming at me and I went to a
drive. I needed that winner. When we
pulled up, 1 found out we had won by
10 lengths. The other horse was my
shadow chasing me. 1 knew enough to
outride my shadow."

Mr. Fitz didn't live a pampered life as
a jockey. "1 once walked a horse 15miles
to a racetrack, rode him in two heats and
walked him back," he recalled. "The
purse was $5, and 1earned 25 cents."

Back in those days, there was a
group of tracks in Pennsylvania, New
Jersey and Maspeth, New York, called
"The Frying Pan Circuit," and that's
where he rode until he began to put on
weight. He rode his last race in the
1901 Tidal Stakes at Sheepshead Bay,
finishing fifth-and last-aboard
Agnes D., a long shot whom he also
trained. It was Agnes D. who provided
him with his first victory as a trainer
August 7,1900, at Brighton Beach.

When he started out on the leaky
roof circuit, he sometimes went with-
out a meal to see that his horses were
fed. He would go on to become Ameri-
ca's most beloved horseman. He would
win three runnings of the Kentucky
Derby and a record 13 Triple Crown
races; he would make his way into rac-
ing's Hall of Fame and, as "The Sage
of Sheep shead Bay," he would gain the
respect and admiration of all in racing.
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Belair Stud owner William Woodward (left) chats
with the trainer of his Omaha and Gallant Fox at
Saratoga's National Museum of Racing in August
1957. Sunny Jim once said, "A trainer needs a boss
who will stick with him. "

Mr. Fitz trained for a variety of
owners in his early years, people such
as Senator Johnson N. Camden of Ken-
tucky and Ambassador Breckinridge
Long. He also conditioned horses for
Frank James of the "James BOYS"and
began training for the Belair Stud of
William Woodward Sr. in 1923. His
first stakes winner for Belair was
Priscilla Ruley, a homebred who cap-
tured the 1924 Gazelle at Aqueduct.

Mr. Fitz became trainer for the
Wheatley Stable of Mrs. Henry Carnegie
Phipps and her brother, Ogden Mills,
from its beginning in the mid-1920s and
developed the stable's first two stakes

winners, Diavolo (one of his favorites)
and Distraction. He later trained for Mrs.
Phipps' son, Ogden, and for his son,
Ogden Mills "Dinny" Phipps.

In the early 1960s, Mr. Fitz saddled
Dinny Phipps' first winner. Phipps,
now chairman of The Jockey Club,
recalls: "My first starter won, and all Mr.
Fitz said after the race was: 'I did that
also for your father and grandmother.' "

Fitzsimmons trained three Derby
winners during the 1930s: Gallant Fox
(1930), Omaha (1935) and Johnstown
(1939). Other Derby horses trained by
him during that decade included
Granville, who won Horse of the Year
fame in 1936 but unseated his jockey,
Jimmy Stout, shortly after the start of
the Derby that year, and Fighting Fox,
a full brother to Gallant Fox (sixth in
the 1938 renewal).

Of Gallant Fox, Fitzsimmons once
said: "So long as he had competition he
would run like the wind, but as soon as
he whipped everybody and got the
lead, he would slow to a walk. He was
a fire-eater when he had the competi-
tion, though."

Fitzsimmons saw to it that Gallant
Fox had the competition in his work-
outs, using a relay team of sprinters to
keep him running hard.

Gallant Fox never won a race by
more than 3 lengths, and his 11 career
triumphs were by a total of only 19X to
21 lengths. But Mr. Fitz, who trained a
glittering honor roll of champions
through the years, called Gallant Fox
indisputably the best horse he ever had
going IX miles. He twice won at 1){
miles and triumphed in three even
longer raceS-I%', lXand 2 miles.



Asked his secret to success,
Fitzsimmons was known to say, "Good
horses and good bosses. A trainer
needs a boss who will stick with him.
Anybody who couldn't train for the
people I work for just can't train."

In 1951, his wife died. Three years
later, approaching his eightieth birth-
day, Fitzsimmons looked back and
said: "I've been lucky. I've had good
horses and good bosses, and I've had a
job that keeps me out in the open air.
I've met fine people and had good
friends. It's been a good life."

At the age of 80, Mr. Fitz still had a
lot of living to do. In 1954, he was
training Nashua, the best 2-year-old
colt in the land. Nashua was favored
going into the 1955 Kentucky Derby, a
race that Mr. Fitz didn't attend. "I
don't ship so well, anymore," he said,
remaining in New York.

Mr. Fitz watched the Derby on
television from the Belmont Park
administration building, and he had no
excuse following Swaps' IX-length
victory. "Swaps won that race all the
way," Fitzsimmons said after the loss.
"When Nashua challenged in the
stretch, Swaps had more than enough
left to beat him.

"Don't try to make me a bad loser.
Nashua is a fine horse. He was beaten
by a great horse in a good race. There
are more good races coming up, and
we'll be in them, I'm sure."

Nashua went on from his loss in
the Derby to win the Preakness and
Belmont, races in which Swaps didn't
run. Swaps wasn't nominated to
either, and although he could have
been supplemented to the Preakness,
he wouldn't have been able to run in
the Belmont, which didn't accept sup-
plementary entries.

Those two future Hall of Famers
met one other time in their career-the
memorable match race of August 31,
1955, at Washington Park. Before
sending him to Chicago for this race,
Fitzsimmons trained Nashua on
Saratoga's deep, tiring track. "Train-

Omaha, owned hy William Woodward's Belair
Stud and trained by Sunny Jim Fitpimmons, won
the 1935 Triple Crown.

"I'Ye heen lucky.
I'ye had good horses and
good hosses, and I'ye had
ajoh that keeps me out

in the open air.
I'ye met fine people

andhadgood~nendS.
It sheen a good lift. "

ing in Saratoga makes a horse fit,"
Fitzsimmons said. "In a match race the
object is to run from the gate, and the
fittest horse wins."

In a recent interview, Hall of Fame
jockey Eddie Arcaro recalled riding
Nashua against Swaps. "I just got beat
on Nashua (in the Derby) by misjudg-
ing Swaps," Arcaro said. "I had seen
Swaps out in California. He wasn't any
kind of a horse, and I let him steal that
lead on me-and, hell, when I went to
him, he was a fresh horse when I got to
him turnin' for home. I got up head-

and-head with him. That's why in the
match race I thought I'd beat him
because I wasn't gonna let him get an
inch away from me."

Nashua went to the lead at the out-
set of that match race and came home
6Xlengths on top of Swaps, who was
not at his best that day. Afterward, Mr.
Fitz said: "It was the greatest race we
ever had in this country. It's my great-
est race, too." Later, he would call this
victory his greatest thrill as a trainer.

Nashua, who earned the Horse of
the Year title in 1955, set an American
record of 3:20 % in winning the 2-mile
Jockey Club Gold Cup at Belmont
Park on October 13, 1956. Five days
later, at Keeneland Race Course in
Kentucky, he made his final public
appearance before going off to stud at
Spendthrift Farm. "He won his first
and his last race and a lot in between,
too," Fitzsimmons said. "He's my
greatest horse."

At another time, Mr. Fitz said he
ranked Nashua with Gallant Fox and
Bold Ruler as the three best horses he
ever trained. Near the end of his train-
ing career, he added, "It's hard to tell
the best horse. I've had so many good



ones that the only way I could pick
out a best one would be to put the
whole bunch of them together and
race them."

Four of his runners were consid-
ered the best in America during their
3-year-old seasons-Gallant Fox
(1930), Granville (1936.), Nashua
(1955) and Bold Ruler (1957). All four
ran in the Kentucky Derby, but Gallant
Fox was the only winner.

Bold Ruler, Mr. Fitz's last Derby
starter, ran in the greatest field in the
Derby's history. Iron Liege won the
1957 Derby by a nose over Gallant
Man, with Round Table third and Bold
Ruler fourth.

Arcaro rode Bold Ruler, who was
favored at 6-5. "The only time Fitz
ever gave me orders was on Bold Ruler
in the Derby," Arcaro recalls, "and I
made a mistake listening to him. He
said, 'There's a lot of speed in this
race. I think you ought to take him
back.' I said, 'Mr. Fitz, he's won
everything in front.' He said, 'Well,
he'll come from behind.' But he was
rank coming to that first turn. He was
resenting it, and when he started
resenting it, I should have just let him
sneak off. But I was so close to Fitz, I
would have felt awful if! had put him
on the lead and then he got beat. And
he probably would have, by the way,
because he wasn't a true mile-and-a-
quarter horse."

In 1958, Mr. Fitz said that Bold
Ruler probably could have defeated
Gallant Fox and Nashua "up to a mile
and an eighth."

But ifMr. Fitz had to bet on the out-
come of a race featuring Bold Ruler,
Gallant Fox and Nashua, chances are
he wouldn't have wagered more than a
dollar or two. He simply didn't believe
in betting a lot on the races.

"Dad liked to bet on horses but just
plain hated to bet more than a dollar,"
his son, John, recalled. "When he
couldn't get anybody else to split a bet
with him, he'd come to me and say,
'Give me a dollar, John. We're split-
ting a bet on so-and-so.' Over the
years, he dollared me to death, and we
almost never won."

It seems Mr. Fitz's frugal betting

habits came about after losing a sizable
wager on Man 0' War in the 1919 San-
ford Memorial, the big horse's only
blemish in his 21-race career. Late in
life, he said, "I bet only for pure devil-
ment. Betting on horses to make
money is downright foolishness. But
devilment's all right."

Fitzsimmons saddled horses
throughout the country, but the

New York tracks were his favorite.
"When you're away from New York,"
he said, "you're camping out."

When he retired in 1963, Mr. Fitz
had ranked as the leading money-
winning trainer five times (1930,
1932, 1936, 1939 and 1955). Records
aren't complete for the early part of
his career, but it's known that he sad-

dIed the winners of 2,275 races. He
trained 149 stakes winners, some of
whom triumphed repeatedly in
added-money races.

In 1963, the year of Mr. Fitz's
retirement, Red Smith wrote: "Every
August for some years now, one Sun-
day has been given over to a party at
Fitzsimmonsville, the cottage colony
on Lake Desolation where Mr. Fitz
and his remarkable tribe live during
the Saratoga meeting. The first time it
was proposed, Mr. Fitz took a dim
view. 'A party?' he said. 'who'd ever
want to come?' Outnumbered and
overruled, he gave reluctant consent,
but as the day approached he fretted
and stewed, nervous as a bride.
Nobody knows whether there were
100 guests or 250, but it was a howling
success, as it had to be, and Mr. Fitz



was delighted. 'Kathie,' he told his
granddaughter-he was only about 80
then-'Kathie, if the good Lord spares
you, we'll do it again.' The good Lord
has, and they have."

Whitney Tower, a former member
of the Sports Illustrated and Classic
magazine staffs, also wrote of Mr. Fitz
and Saratoga. "Hardly more than a
furlong away from Saratoga's National
Museum of Racing, Mr. Fitz would
hold daily court in the Saratoga track
paddock," Tower wrote. "He sat, each
August afternoon, on the same bench
under the same elms and one needed
no appointment to sign up for a bit of
learning. 'Son,' he would say to any-
one within earshot, 'the owners of
racehorses are the greatest people on
earth. They pay the bills with little
chance of making any money.' "

Racing is a sport that can keep peo-
ple humble, and nobody was any
humbler than Mr. Fitz. "Nobody can
make a bad horse good," he said. "The
main object is to avoid making a good
horse bad, and a lot of it is just a matter
of luck. I came into this game with
nothing to give it. Racing gave me the
happiest life you could want. Racing
doesn't owe me a thing, but I owe the
game a hell of a lot."

He also had this bit of philosophy:
"Horses are like people. They're
brave or cowardly, gentle or mean,
willing or stubborn. Sometimes
they're like children. That's when you
should love 'em a lot, but don't let 'em
get away with anything."

In his later years, he was forced to
stoop almost double because of a
spinal arthritic condition, but he still

Opposite: At his retirement on]une 15, 1963, Mr.
Fit{ receives a silver tray engraved with the names of
his greatest stakes winners from (left to right) Ogden
Phipps,]ames Cox Brady, chairman of the board of
the New York Racing Association, and Mrs. Henry
Carnegie Phipps, mistress of Wheatley Stable. Left:
Mr. Fit{ supervises Nashua's arrival at Hialeah.
The trainer called Nashua s 6 'klength match race
victory over Swaps his greatest thrill as a trainer.

rose at dawn each day to train his
horses. Resting on two canes, he
would slowly go about his training
duties in the mornings. He wouldn't
watch the races, however, preferring
to remain in a quiet spot in the pad-
dock or barn area while his horses
were running.

He always remained upbeat, his
sprightly nature never wavering. "The
older you get," he once said, "the more
you realize that life itself is a game of
luck. The big thing is to wind up with
people still liking you. If you can do
that, you're a pretty lucky guy."

In April 1963, Mr. Fitz announced
that he would retire after 78 years in
racing. "I just can't get around as well
as I used to, that's all," he said. "These
people have a big investment in their
stock, and it must be protected. I know
I can't do the things I should be doing."

On his final day, June 15, 1963, it
was business as usual for the 88-year-
old trainer. He arrived at Belmont
Park at 6 a.m., putting in a full morn-
ing's work before he headed to
Aqueduct. In a sentimental farewell
ceremony that old-timers still recall,
the stooped trainer raised his hat to the
cheers of the 48,160 fans at Aqueduct.
Mrs. Phipps presented him with a sil-
ver tray engraved with the names of
the stakes horses he had trained.

This Grand old Man of Racing
died on March 11, 1966. He was 91
years old. The New York Times started
his obituary on the first page. Not the
first page of the sports section, the first
page of the newspaper.

"His heart just gave out," said John
Fitzsimmons, his white-haired son.

It was a heart that lasted a long
time. Much longer than a doctor back
in 1887 ever dreamed it would. ~


