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Part A Passage 1

PHAR LAP: OUR HERO

Extract from an article by EMMA HEYDE 

A foal is born

On the night of 4 October 1926, on a green, grassy farm in New Zealand, a little chestnut foal was born. It was a colt—a male.  The furry, chestnut foal grew into a huge, gangly colt. When he was one year old, he was sold. He went under the auctioneer’s hammer as Lot 41, and was sold for about $500 in today’s money. His new owner thought he’d got a bargain. The horse’s parents were quality animals—he’d be a champ for sure! But when the young horse arrived in Australia in 1928, on a ship from New Zealand, the man who had bought Lot 41, David Davis, an American businessman, was horrified.

Phar Lap first, daylight second

During the next two years, Phar Lap won just about every big race in the country. At one time he won fourteen races in a row! His record of five wins in a row at the Melbourne Spring Racing Carnival in 1930 has never been matched. And in that year he won the big one: the Melbourne Cup.

A heavy burden

But many bookmakers hated the horse. Bookmakers made their money taking bets on horse races. If everyone bet on Phar Lap to win, and he did, there’d be no profit for the bookmakers. Harry Telford began to receive threatening letters and phone calls about Big Red. The threats and rule changes were too much. Harry Telford and Phar Lap’s American owner, David Davis, decided to try their luck at the huge amounts of prize money on offer in America. 

A freak of nature

The question everyone was asking was would Phar Lap prove to be just as big a winner in America? The Agua Caliente Handicap was the richest race in the USA. Win this one, and Phar Lap would prove he was a world champion, make his owners wealthy men and bring a boost to the morale of every Australian, just when they needed it most. 

The race of his life

Phar Lap was one of the last out of the starting stalls, but this suited his jockey, Billy Elliot. He had been warned not to let his mount get blocked by other horses—things might get vicious when there was so much prize money at stake. So Elliot let Phar Lap lag behind in the middle of the track, far enough back to avoid the dirt and dust flung up by the galloping hooves of the horses in front. But in the back straight, Phar Lap showed his true power. 

The rest of the horses gradually caught up with Big Red, creeping closer to the great horse until another horse was neck and neck with Phar Lap, threatening to steal his race. But Phar Lap knew all about winning. With a nudge from Billy, he shot forward again. In the end he was so far ahead he could slow to a canter as he crossed the finishing line. The crowd of 50 000 went wild. Back in Australia, people burst into spontaneous celebrations when they heard the news. People laughed and cried. Their horse was truly a hero. 

Disaster!

At about 2 am on 5 April 1932, Tommy woke to find his beloved Bobby in distress, writhing and grunting. The horse was in great pain, and neither Tommy nor the vet could help. By late morning, Phar Lap could no longer stand. Around midday, with his head in Tommy’s lap, the great horse Phar Lap died. 

“He was an angel”

After two autopsies, Phar Lap’s skeleton was sent home to New Zealand where he was born. His great heart was preserved and put on display in Canberra. And his hide, meticulously prepared and preserved, eventually went on display in Melbourne, where Phar Lap graced the field in so many of his finest races. You can see his remains there today—still imposing; still proud. Phar Lap is a horse with an unbeaten record, and a very special place in Australian history.

What killed phar lap?

When Phar Lap died so suddenly, and so far away from home, many Australians were convinced that he had been deliberately poisoned. Two autopsies had led vets to conclude that the great horse had died from colic (stomach pains) from eating damp food. But doubts remained in the minds of many...

Tests on the trees at the ranch in San Francisco where Phar Lap died showed that they had recently been sprayed with a pesticide. The spray contained two deadly poisons: lead and arsenic. Perhaps some of the spray had drifted onto grass that the horse had eaten.

In 2010, almost 80 years after Phar Lap’s dramatic death, scientists finally discovered the answer. And Phar Lap’s hair provided the vital clue. Any chemicals in an animal’s blood also show up in hair, so if Phar Lap had poison in his blood, it would have left little traces in every hair on his body.

Scientists carefully removed a few precious hairs from underneath Phar Lap’s mane, and analysed them with the help of a machine called a Synchrotron. And arsenic showed up immediately. After taking measurements, the scientists were able to say without doubt that Phar Lap had ingested arsenic shortly before he died.

So Phar Lap was definitely poisoned. But by whom? American mafia thugs? A rival trainer? The answer might be contained in a little notebook that belonged to Phar Lap’s devoted trainer, Harry Telford.

Telford, like lots of trainers at the time, used to give his horses a tonic to stay in tip-top shape, much like people take vitamins or a food supplement. Telford’s notebook, now in Museum Victoria, shows that arsenic was one of the ingredients in his tonics. Perhaps Phar Lap was given an extra dose of the tonic to recover after his big race, or perhaps it was an accidental overdose. We may never know. But it now seems probable that Phar Lap was killed not by malice, but by love.
