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A Story of Racing and Slavery in Antebellum Louisiana 

 

Nikki Williams Sebastian 

 

Horse racing was America’s first national spectator sport.  While its aristocratic airs and ties to 

gambling became problematic for the social reformer and Puritan controlled Northeast, racing 

remained the most important antebellum sport in the South. The decade prior to the Civil War 

was a remarkable time in Louisiana’s turf history. The sporting press covered races that attracted 

visitors from across the nation. Racing ground zero in New Orleans was the St. Charles hotel, 

“the finest piece of architecture in the New World,” 1 where Southern turfmen gathered to amuse 

themselves with talk of horses and current events. 2 

It should be understood that antebellum racing was a risky yet leisurely pursuit, an avenue only 

very rich planters used to display the immense wealth generated from their extensive cotton and 

sugar plantations. Risky, because horses could die or be injured at any time from any number of 

possible injuries. Southern social and political calendars were organized around the spring and 

fall race weeks, with slaves and free blacks, providing all elements of thoroughbred care; 

breeding, foaling (birthing), training, exercising and daily grooming, and serving as jockeys. For 

the planter elite, racing was not a means to accumulate wealth. The races were designed to 

establish status, prestige, and leadership. Southern turfmen used success at the races to prove to 

themselves their ideologies of social division, inequality, and slavery delivered positive results. 3 

__________________ 

 
1 “The Finest Piece of Architecture in the New World: The Old St. Charles Hotel”. http://old-new-orleans.com/NO_StCharlesHotel.html. 

2 Lafcadio Hearn. Historical Sketch Book and Guide to New Orleans and Environs. (Will H. Coleman, 1885), 241. 

3 Katherine Mooney, Race Horse Men. (Harvard University Press, 2014), 6, 50. 

  

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Lafcadio+Hearn&search-alias=books&field-author=Lafcadio+Hearn&sort=relevancerank
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In antebellum racing, horses had more stamina and ran longer distances, typically four mile heats 

several times per day. The winner was usually the first to win two heats, which means horses ran 

at least eight miles in a race. One of the all-time greatest “four-milers” was from Louisiana, 

Lecomte, a rich chestnut horse with a white strip on his hind left leg. His parents were the 

legendary stallion racer Boston and the dam Reel, a racing legend in her own right.  Lecomte 

was a trained by Hark, a slave celebrated as the most successful colored man in his profession.  

Since most horse trainers at that time were black, this actually meant Hark was in fact, the most 

successful trainer in his profession, black or white. 4 

Hark was hired out by his owner, Dr. Alexander T. B. (A.T.B) Merritt, to Thomas Jefferson 

(commonly called General) Wells, the premier magnate of the Louisiana turf. Hark was hired to 

manage his famous stables at his Wellswood plantation in Rapides Parish on the Bayou Boeuf. 

Dr. Merritt and Mr. Wells would regularly socialize and discuss the races at the old St. Charles 

hotel. 5  

Hark’s most successful charges from Louisiana were a filly and two colts out of Wells’ Reel. 

Hark would train her record setting filly Poison who would later gain fame racing in England as 

Pryoress. 6 Hark would also oversee the training of Pryoress’ half-brother Starke, a Louisiana-

bred horse who would also find extensive fame in Europe.7  

 

___________________ 

4 Edward Hotaling. The Great Black Jockeys: The Lives and Times of Men Who Dominated America’s First National Sport. (Prima, 1999), 146. 

5 Hearn, Historical Sketch Book,
 
241.

 
6 William H.P. Robertson,

 
The History of Thoroughbred Racing in America. (Bonanza Books, 1964), 76. 

7 “The Turf: American Horses on the English Turf” Brooklyn Evening Star (Brooklyn, New York) 16 Aug 1861, Fri, 2. Newspapers.com. 

 

 

 

https://www.newspapers.com/title_3924/brooklyn_evening_star/
https://www.newspapers.com/browse/US/New%20York/Brooklyn/Brooklyn%20Evening%20Star_3924/1861/08/16
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Wells raced his horses at the historic Metairie Course in New Orleans where he was a 

shareholder. The club, although established on land leased from a company that was part owned 

by a free man of color, would decide to ban blacks from its grandstand. 8 

At Wellswood, Hark trained the best thoroughbreds in antebellum Louisiana, by the 1850s, the 

new racing capital of the United States. The fame of Wells, his racing champions, trainer Hark, 

and the Metairie Course was inextricably linked.  

Background: Racing’s Dependence on Slavery 

During the antebellum period, and as late as the 1920’s, the care and training of thoroughbreds 

was dominated by blacks. The success of a horse owner was usually dependent upon the 

expertise of trusted slaves. Black horsemen would be present at the breeding, the birth, the 

breaking in of the saddle and bridle, the daily feeding, the veterinary care, and the conditioning 

for speed, strength and endurance. Significant investments in horses meant nothing without the 

best available trainers and riders. Capable trainers were in high demand and planters often 

pleaded with each other for use of most experienced trainers who were in short supply. A 

winning thoroughbred was the ultimate emblem of wealth and status, an extension of its owner. 

An expensive thoroughbred was a significant status symbol in antebellum America. 9 The most 

cost-effective approach to managing these expensive horses was to use slaves.  

________________ 

8 John Hervey. Racing in America 1665-1865. (The New York Jockey Club, 1947), 184. Raynal Auguste owned one of the adjoining land parcels 

leased by the New Orleans Jockey Club through his company the New Orleans Canal and Banking Company.  

9 Randy J Sparks.  Gentleman's Sport: Horse Racing in Antebellum Charleston. (South Carolina Historical Society). The South Carolina 

Historical Magazine , Vol. 93, No. 1 (Jan., 1992), 16, 27. 
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Thoroughbreds provided prestige to the entire community as well as to the state. If owners 

suspected any mismanagement of these horses, slaves would expect to be severely punished. 

Besides whipping, or the revocation of special privileges, the constant fear of being exiled to the 

fields for failing to properly attend to a thoroughbred’s comfort, were powerful incentives for 

horsemen to deliver results.  

The care of horses was dangerous and demanding work.  Jockeys were victims of falls, horse 

kicks, and broken bones and other injuries which may or may not have been treated.  Slave 

jockeys were subjected to debilitating practices in order to maintain the required weight to 

successfully ride. They were often victims of torture and malnourishment. 10  

Thoroughbred care required skilled slaves who could manage horse breaking, broodmare 

management, stallion management, and yearling management. Young slave boys would start 

their training riding frisky ponies to calm them down so the planter’s children could enjoy them. 

As teenagers, slave boys would usually exercise the horses, then move into the groomer role, and 

later perhaps into stable foremen. 11 If a slave foreman made it into training, it would be the best 

position a slave man could ever hope to achieve on the plantation.   

___________________ 
 

10 Mooney, Race Horse Men, 42. 

11 “Premier Horse Trainer, Peter Green, Dies at 89”. Aiken Standard (Aiken, South Carolina) 16 Oct 1972, Mon, 16.
 
Newspapers.com.  

https://www.newspapers.com/browse/US/South%20Carolina/Aiken/Aiken%20Standard_290/1972/10/16
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A trainer would, on average, manage ten horses and supervise three or four other slaves. Trainers 

directed specialized farriers (blacksmiths), walkers and hot walkers who cooled horses after 

races. Trainers also directed the cleaning and comfort of their horses and determined the precise 

feeding, watering, and exercise schedules, all in anticipation of the upcoming race day. Only the 

most expert trainers were entrusted with the care and feeding of turf champions, and in 

antebellum South, they were usually black.  

As an elite trainer, Hark was granted extraordinary privileges, including permission to visit his 

family who lived out-of-state, a privilege typically denied slaves. But these perks were common 

for a man of Hark’s standing and abilities in the profitable racing profession.    

Besides wardrobe, and traveling expenses, horsemen slaves collected cash bonuses and tips. 

Slave horsemen had opportunities to earn money for themselves since money flowed freely at the 

races.12 

Racing Finds Louisiana 

As early as 1840, Hark had already received several recognitions in the American Turf Register 

and Sporting Magazine, a publication devoted to the most celebrated horses on the American 

turf. In September of that year, he was noted training in Belfield, Virginia, the home of his 

owner, Dr. Alexander Thomas Belfield (A.T.B) Merritt, a planter, thoroughbred importer, and 

local politician who also maintained a medical practice in Richmond. 13 Merritt advertised 

Hark’s services in the racing press and had hired him out across the south, especially in Virginia 

and in South Carolina, the earlier epicenters of horse racing.  

________________________ 
 

12 Mooney, Race Horse Men, 45. 

13 John Stuart Skinner. Notes of the Month. American Turf Register and Sporting Magazine, Vol. 11. P488.  
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In 1845, Hark was hired out to the influential South Carolina planter and prominent Charleston 

racer Richard Singleton, a fifty-year honorary member of the South Carolina Jockey Club. 13     

By 1851, Hark had left South Carolina and was in Rapides Parish working for Thomas J. 

Wells.14  Lecomte was born in the spring of 1851. He would have his maiden victory in a one-

mile heat at the Metairie Race Course in April of 1853. Lecomte was faster than any previous 

horse there up to that point, at 1:45 ½. 

The controlling genius behind the explosion of racing in Louisiana was Richard Ten Broeck, a 

protégé of American racing innovator William Ransom Johnson, the inventor of the organized 

racing circuit. Johnson taught Ten Broeck that racing required large crowds to support 

substantial purses which in turn supported lively betting. Both mentor and protégé understood 

that for them, betting and not the purses, was to be their primary source of income. 15   

The 1840s saw the continued rise of anti-gambling and temperance movements in the Northeast 

which drove horsemen to more receptive locales like Louisiana.  These movements corresponded 

with the mass migration of people lured into the Lower Mississippi Valley for opportunities 

away from the depleted farms in the East. Cotton and sugar plantations in the Lower Mississippi 

Valley were very fertile and profitable.  Cotton was king. American settlers streamed into New 

Orleans with money and a “gold-rush type of fever” similar to that found in San Francisco 

around the same time. Money was plentiful and Louisiana was the fertile garden in which 

Richard Ten Broeck chose to expand racing. 16 

_________________ 

13 “A.T.B Merritt to Richard Singleton”. 23 March, 1847. Singleton Family Papers, South Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina. 

14 “The Baton Rouge Races”. The Baton Rouge Gazette. Sat., Dec 6, 1851. 

15 John Dizikes, Sportsmen and Gamesmen. (University of Missouri Press, 2002), 36, 144. 

16 Dizikes, Sportsmen, 144.  
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In 1851, Ten Broeck purchased the Metairie Course from the Canal and Banking Company.  Ten 

Broeck was a Yankee born in New York, a foreigner in the eyes of New Orleans Creole society. 

But he understood in New Orleans, as in most places, money would quickly open a number of 

doors. Under Ten Broeck’s management, the Metairie Course’s popularity grew and by all 

accounts, it became the grandest track in the nation.  Ten Broeck immediately made vast 

improvements. He rebuilt the grandstand, erected new stables, and increased the purses. He also 

had the foresight to include accommodations for the ladies; parlors, and retiring rooms in order 

to stimulate business. 17  

The $20,000 State Post Stakes of April, 1854 

No similar event recorded in the American Turf Register had ever garnered more interest or 

importance than the Post State Stakes of April 1, 1854. 18 No previous race in the history of the 

nation had ever attracted as much wagering activity. No race had ever drawn such a large 

audience comprised of people travelling from such great distances and from so many different 

locations.  Newspapers noted that week the St. Charles hotel was brimming with activity.  The 

event was intended to be a final and conclusive test of the best race horse in the nation.  The race 

was also to demonstrate to the country the South’s absolute primacy of the American turf.  In 

addition, the race would support Southern turfmen’s theory that a society built on slavery really 

did work and could achieve great successes. 19 

_________________ 

17 Dizikes, Sportsmen, 144. 

18 “The Turf”. The New Orleans Daily Crescent. Mar 16, 1854. Col 2. Newspapers.com. 

19 Mooney, Race Horse Men, 50.  
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Richard Ten Broeck’s race brought together the best thoroughbreds representing the states of 

Alabama, Mississippi, Kentucky, and Louisiana. Each state submitted a $5,000 entry fee. 

Lecomte represented Mississippi because Louisiana’s slot had already been taken by Arrow, 

owned by Duncan Kenner, a planter and powerful Louisiana politician. In an effort to ensure that 

Lecomte would participate in the race, the owners gathered at the Jockey Club and decided Wells 

could enter Lecomte as the entry for Mississippi. Ten Broeck submitted Lexington to represent 

Kentucky. All four horses in this race were fathered by William R. Johnson’s champion, Boston. 

Nearly twenty years earlier in Virginia, Hark assisted in training Boston by using a method in 

which winning horses were used as trail horses in test races. Boston’s legacy was on full display 

in each horse entered in the 1854 State Post Stakes. 20   

Each participating state required the signature of three notable gentlemen as their representatives. 

The subscribers for Louisiana were Thomas J. Jefferson Wells, Duncan F. Kenner, and J. 

Hiddleston. Kenner, the noted turfman and proprietor of Ashland plantation, owned over 500 

slaves during his lifetime, including the famous jockey Abe Hawkins. 

The Race 

It rained heavily the night before the April 1 race, and Lexington easily won each heat in the 

mud. Yet Lecomte’s backers were not convinced of Lexington’s superiority.   

______________________ 
 

20 Charles E. Trevathan. The American Thoroughbred (Macmillian Company, 1905), 233. 
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A week later, on April 8th, at the same course under dry conditions, three more heats were 

scheduled. Lecomte turned the tables and won the first four mile heat in 7:26, setting a world 

record, with jockey Abe Hawkins using no whip or spur. 21  

Hark had urged Wells to use Abe Hawkins, who had had ridden Kenner’s Arrow a week earlier 

during the first race. With Abe as jockey, Lecomte won the rematch and silenced his doubters 

once and for all.  Lecomte also won the second heat scheduled for later that same day, dashing 

under the string as he crossed the finish line again, this time winning by an even larger margin.  

Ten Broeck demanded a rematch, in order to vindicate Lexington, and also to benefit from the 

additional gate receipts a rematch would provide.  For months, Ten Broeck taunted Wells in the 

press, issuing a series of challenges. Wells would reply and defend himself and Lecomte, but 

would not agree to a rematch. His refusal was likely based on advice from Hark, out of his 

concern for Lecomte’s overall health.  Forcing Wells’ hand the next spring in 1855, Ten Broeck 

raced Lexington alone at the Metairie Course against a clock, where he smashed Lecomte’s 

record of 7:26, with a time of 7:19 ½., his new world record. 

Later that month, after constant challenges to his reputation and even to his manhood, Wells 

reluctantly agreed to a rematch, the Jockey Club Purse, where Lecomte would lose the first heat. 

Wells withdrew him from the second heat. Accusations of Lecomte’s poisoning flourished as 

well as reports that the horse was so distressed that he cut his legs with his racing plates. 

Lexington was now the undisputed King of the American turf. Louisiana’s Lecomte was the only 

horse ever to defeat him. 

__________________ 

21 Dizikes, Sportsmen, 148 
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.Lecomte’s loss at the Post Stakes set off a flurry of letters between the owners and accusations 

between the slave horsemen. Wells was convinced his beloved Lecomte had been drugged.  

 He never publically stated who he believed to be the perpetrator. Jockey Abe professed his 

innocence, as did trainer Hark.  The issue remained in the press for years afterwards. 

Certainly, the racing industry was no stranger to fraud and deceit since there was no regulation of 

the industry at that time.  The tracks themselves took no responsibility for the security of the 

horses. There was no regulation over what food, drink, or drugs were given the horses. Owners 

frequently lied about a horse’s age and jockeys interfered with other horses. 22 

Cheating by trainers was more difficult to identify since it could easily be viewed as 

incompetence. Owners were known to race unfit horses in response to the “pay or play” system 

that forced owners to forfeit entry fees if their horses did not start. Owner chicanery was usually 

the most difficult to expose.  Wells and Ten Broeck for example, both shareholders at the 

Metairie Course, stood to gain substantial revenue from gate receipts, regardless if their horse 

won or not.  Owners would oftentimes calculate their bets for the long run; holding back a horse 

in one race in order to raise the odds for a later race.  Racetracks were indeed associated with 

trickery and fraud. After all, horseracing was a fancy form of gambling. 22 

Despite whatever failings the industry had as a whole, Hark maintained a stellar reputation. For 

decades, the sporting press mentioned his “very high character, his integrity, his many abilities 

and above all his devotion to his craft”. 23 

________________ 

 
22 Dizikes, Sportsmen, 144. 

23 Notes of the Month, American Turf Register. Feb. 1843, 105.  
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The State Post Stakes rematch of 1855 was brutal on both animals. Lecomte entered the race 

sluggish and had a weak appetite days before. He would never reach his peak again. Lexington 

went completely blind shortly thereafter.  He was sold for $15,000 to a Kentucky breeder. Worth 

every penny, Lexington would go on to lead the American sire rankings every year until his 

death in 1875.   

That race and the racing culture as a whole, also took its toll on slave communities. Besides the 

inherent dangers of working with horses, in lieu of cash, slaves were gambled away at the races. 

Tracks typically had pens to hold slaves used as collateral wagered by their owners. The 

enslaved horsemen undoubtedly saw these wagered slaves, perhaps sometimes their friends or 

relatives, anxiously awaiting the races’ outcomes which would upend their lives. Ironically, the 

fate of the slave collateral depended upon the skills of the equally enslaved horsemen. 

Aftermath 

Lecomte would finish his career with sixteen wins and five losses. In 1855, members of the 

Metairie Jockey Club organized a medal ceremony to recognize the honor Lecomte brought to 

the state of Louisiana. The club’s Vice-President and also the state’s Governor, Paul Octave 

Hebert, presented a gold medal to Thomas J. Wells, proclaiming him owner of the “Champion of 

the American Turf”. The Governor also presented a silver medal to trainer Hark, to 

commemorate Lecomte’s 7:26 record setting victory over Lexington. 24 

________________________ 

24 “Lecomte and the Louisiana Turf. Interesting Incidents: The Lecomte Medals” Spirit of the Times. Feb. 17, 1855. 
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Following Lexington’s second defeat of Lecomte, in 1855, Wells, perhaps in depression, sold his 

racing stable and breeding stock to his arch rival Richard Ten Broeck for $10,000. The sale 

included the horses Poison, Lecomte, and Starke, all horses trained by Hark. Ten Broeck 

promptly renamed Poison to “Pryoress”, in honor of Benjamin Pryor, Lexington’s trainer.25  

With the acquisition of Wells’ racing stable, and due to contention between shareholders at the 

Metairie course, Richard Ten Broeck sold his interest in the club and moved to England. With 

his Louisiana-bred horses, he planned to demonstrate the quality of American horses in Europe. 

He would never return the bloodlines of Wells’ champions to US soil.  Wells had bred Lecomte 

after his loss in 1855 and he sired two good colts, Umpire and Sherrod. He also fathered a noted 

unnamed filly before Ten Broeck emigrated to England in 1856. That year, Pryoress won the 

Cesarewitch in New Market and Starke, the Goodwood Cup in Sussex. Pryoress would die in 

England in 1868 while foaling. Starke left the English racing scene and was retired to stud for the 

Prussian military.  Their half-brother Lecomte would die of colic in 1857, shortly after reaching 

England. He left behind two crops of foals in 1856 and in 1857.  

The Civil War 

The outbreak of the Civil War in 1861 did not initially stop racing in Louisiana. However, with 

the fall of New Orleans to Union forces in 1862, its reign as the center of the American racing 

was over. During the war, prized horses were stolen by Confederate and Union forces alike and 

used as cavalry horses. Stock farms were targeted by organized raiding parties. After gold 

perhaps, prized thoroughbreds were the most sought-after items in Confederate and Union 

supply raids, with the best horses going directly to the commanding officers.  

________________ 

 
25 Hearn. Historical Sketch Book, 244.  

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Lafcadio+Hearn&search-alias=books&field-author=Lafcadio+Hearn&sort=relevancerank
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Confederate sympathizer Thomas J. Wells, seeking to evade Union capture, moved to his ranch 

Texas where he had managed to stash his few remaining horses away in temporary safety. There, 

he was able to breed Lecomte’s unnamed filly to his stallion War Dance. This union produced 

the mare Lizzy G., an ancestor of Domino, one of the first handful of horses inducted into the 

National Museum of Racing and Hall of Fame in 1955.  

After the war, any worthy horses that were still alive were sold at auction attracting the keen 

interest of wealthy Northeastern buyers. This resulted in fresh bloodlines that would infuse and 

revitalize the New York racing establishment.  After Wells’ death in 1863, his horses were 

finally dispersed in 1865. His magnificent Wellswood plantation, known for its full mile private 

course and magnificent training track, was in ruins. All of the leading stables and stud farms in 

Louisiana, including Wells’ and Kenner’s Ashland were destroyed.  The collapse of racing in 

Louisiana ended the South’s domination of American horse racing. 

Epilogue 

 

During the medal ceremony at the Metairie Jockey Club in February of 1855, Thomas Wells 

 

made the following remarks,  

 

I thank you gentlemen for the honor you have done me. It is painful, nay impossible, for me to 

say anything of myself, but the manner in which this compliment is paid, and the source through 

which I receive it, might well have prompted me to an abler but not more heartfelt 

acknowledgement.  To Hark, the world is indebted for the renown Lecomte enjoys, and to him 

we are indebted for…the time of 7:26. After the State Stake, I followed Lecomte to the stable to 

see the effect of the race on him; I found Hark dejected and melancholy. He said, ‘Mr. Wells, 

you have the best race horse in the world, and he has been the worst abused horse in the 

world’…I replied, We will try him again. To this he said, ‘If you can get Abe to ride Lecomte, he 

will beat Lexington certain…26 

_____________________ 

 
26 “Lecomte and the Louisiana Turf. Interesting Incidents: The Lecomte Medals” Spirit of the Times. Feb. 17, 1855.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Museum_of_Racing_and_Hall_of_Fame
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Hark, known variously as “Old Hark” and “Harkness,” brought decades of training knowledge 

and expertise from Virginia and South Carolina to the Louisiana turf. Hark bred and trained four 

documented champions for Thomas J. Wells’ stable, Lecomte, Poison (Pryoress), Stark, and Ann 

Dunn, who tragically died on the Metairie track after falling and twisting both of her fore knees 

in 1852.  These champions brought waves of pride and prestige to antebellum Louisiana and 

brought tens of thousands of cheering fans together. 

In 1900, Jeff Wells, a son of Thomas J. Wells, was in possession of the silver medal that was 

presented to Hark in 1855.  He shared it with a reporter at the Weekly Town Talk, the local 

Rapides Parish newspaper. The reporter noted one side of the medal was engraved, “Lecomte, a 

3 Y.O. by Boston of Reel, Metairie Course., April 8, 1854- 4 mile heats, 7:26, 7:38 ¾. The 

opposite side of the medal read, “Lecomte, trained by Hark of Virginia”. 27 

By 1859, Hark’s years with Thomas J. Wells had come to a close. His owner, Dr. A.T.B. Merritt, 

continued to advertise his services in the racing press. 35 After the abolition of slavery, Hark used 

the last name “West”. With a family to support, he continued training horses in Louisiana. The 

Times Picayune mentioned him throughout the 1860s training for other clients. 30 Also during 

that time, The American Turf Register mentioned Hark training in New York and in St. Louis, 

Missouri after the war. However, with the demise of racing in Louisiana, West moved north to 

Macoupin County, Illinois by 1870. At age 55, Hark was in Illinois with his wife Mary, and adult 

son, Hark Jr., and several grandchildren. His eldest grandson noted with him was born in 

Louisiana. 31 

____________________________ 

27 “A Medal of the Lexington-Lecomte Race”. The Weekly Town Talk. (Rapides Parish, Louisiana). Sat, Jul 14, 1900 Digital Archives of the 

Rapides Parish Library. http://rpl.advantage-preservation.com/ 

28 "Capt. Hutthinson's Stable". The Times-Picayune.(New Orleans, Louisiana) 29 Dec 1867, Sun, 5. Newspapers.com. 

30 “Race Horse Convention”. The Times Picayune. Sep 6, 1865. 

31 United States Federal Census. Year: 1870; Census Place: Township 10 Range 7, Macoupin, Illinois; Roll: M593_250; Page: 184B 
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Hark’s owner, Dr. A.T.B. Merritt, had followed him and racing’s popularity from Virginia to 

Louisiana. By 1860, Merritt had purchased a sugar cane plantation St. Barnard’s Parish. Merritt 

died in New Orleans in 1870. His son-in-law, Isaac W. Patton, also a Virginia native, and  

relation to General George S. Patton, would become New Orleans’ 39th mayor, serving from 

1878 – 1880.32 

The Metairie Course 

 

The financial position of the Metairie Jockey Club never fully recovered after the war and the 

track declared bankruptcy in 1872, years after Ten Broeck’s departure to England. The property 

was then acquired by businessman Charles T. Howard, a lottery chief accused by some of being 

one of the most corrupt businessmen in Louisiana.  It was said as a result of this reputation, 

Howard was denied membership in the Metairie Jockey Club. Insulted, Howard vowed to buy 

the property and demolish the club and replace it with a cemetery. 33 Howard fulfilled his 

promise. Since 1872, the site of the great Post State Stakes has been home of the Metairie 

Cemetery.  Howard’s tomb is situated in the middle of what was the Metairie Course, as the 

cemetery is still in the shape of the old track. 

Thoroughbred racing would be revived and centered in the North following the Civil War. It 

would eventually find its way back to New Orleans Fair Grounds, which to this day honors 

Lecomte with an annual race named in his honor.  

______________ 

29. "Capt. Hutthinson's Stable". The Times-Picayune.1867. 

32 “The Death of Honorable Isaac W. Patton” The Times-Democrat. (New Orleans, Louisiana). 10 Feb 1890, Mon, 3. Newspapers.com 

 

https://www.newspapers.com/title_4032/the_timesdemocrat/
https://www.newspapers.com/title_4032/the_timesdemocrat/
https://www.newspapers.com/title_4032/the_timesdemocrat/
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Unfortunately, Louisiana racing would never again achieve the heights and glory associated with 

the Metairie Course. With the collapse of the planter elite, racing would no longer be portrayed 

as pursuits of honor and distinction; pursuits of honor from conceiving well-bred, well-trained 

champions that could dominate a famous track and in turn glorify its owner. Postbellum racing 

would evolve into profit-oriented professional gambling syndicates that no longer valued stamina 

in horses, a skill that took more time to safely develop.  Instead, emphasis was placed on how 

fast and how often horses could win using short bursts of speed. 

The racing industry would mirror American racism writ large and embrace Jim Crow era laws 

that systematically excluded black turfmen from the tracks, save for a handful of individuals. In 

addition, the Great Migration of African-Americans escaping southern rural areas for cities in the 

North and West, in search of safety and better jobs, would remove blacks away from horse farms 

en masse.  

From its colonial era, horse racing was America's first national sport and thousands of African-

Americans contributed to its popularity and success. Sadly, unlike Hark West and Abe Hawkins, 

many of their names have now been forgotten. 34 

_________________ 

 
33 Hervey. Racing in America. 354. 

34 Tom Keyser .“Forgotten Black Jockeys Take Their Place in History”. The Baltimore Sun. March 14, 1999. 

http://articles.baltimoresun.com/1999-03-14/sports/9903130131_1_hotaling-black-jockeys-kentucky-derby 

  

http://articles.baltimoresun.com/1999-03-14/sports/9903130131_1_hotaling-black-jockeys-kentucky-derby
http://articles.baltimoresun.com/1999-03-14/sports/9903130131_1_hotaling-black-jockeys-kentucky-derby
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Theodore Sydney Moise, 1854 

 

Trainer Hark West and Lecomte 

Theodore Sydney Moise, 1854 

 

“Portrait of Lecomte”. The Times Picayune. (New Orleans, Louisiana). Tues. Jun 20, 1854. Evening Edition. Newspapers.com. 
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