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WHAT KIND OF HORSE STOPS 
A TRIPLE CROWN BID?
by Vance Hanson

We all know about the 12 colts that entered the Belmont 
Stakes (G1) with a chance at a Triple Crown sweep that 
succeeded. Will Justify be “Lucky 13” or will he join a list 
that currently numbers 20 of those that missed reaching the 
mountaintop?

A different way of answering that question is asking this: What 
kind of horse stops a Triple Crown bid? History shows they fall 
into three categories.

Of the 20 horses that halted a Triple Crown bid, nine were 
making their first Triple Crown appearance in the Belmont, 
seven had previously run in both the Kentucky Derby (G1) and 
Preakness (G1), and four others had competed in just one of 
the first two classics.

By far the most common upset winner is a “new shooter” 
to the Triple Crown series. This type is relatively fresh and 
obviously hasn’t had to deal with the rigors put on horses 
that competed in the first two legs. Quite often, these horses 
generally didn’t deal at all with the pressures of the Kentucky 
Derby prep season either.

Three of the last five Triple Crown spoilers (all since 2000) were 
making their first classic appearances in the Belmont, including 
the last two: Da’ Tara (2008) and Tonalist (2014). The other 
this century was Sarava (2002), the longest priced winner in 
Belmont history at $142.50.

About one-third of Triple Crown spoilers have been horses that 
those seeking the sweep are quite familiar with having faced 
them at both Churchill Downs and Pimlico, if not also before.

Interestingly, the last four Kentucky Derby-Preakness losers that 
finally turned the tables in the Belmont had been runner-up 
in both of the previous two legs. They were Arts and Letters 
(1969), Bet Twice (1987), Easy Goer (1989), and Victory Gallop 
(1998). No horse fits that profile this year as Bravazo, sixth in 
the Derby and second in the Preakness, is likely to be the only 
horse other than Justify this year to run in all three races.

That brings us to the third category of horse. A change in 
training philosophies over the past two decades or so has seen 
far fewer horses compete in all three Triple Crown races with 
the exception of the horse or horses that happen to win one of 
the first two legs.

Since 1997, four Triple Crown spoilers have competed in 
just one other classic, generally the Kentucky Derby (Touch 
Gold in 1997 was the lone exception having run fourth in the 
Preakness). In addition to Bravazo, it’s likely many bettors will 
key on horses in this category as potential upset winners. Ones 
to watch from this group include Hofburg, Vino Rosso, and 
Tenfold.

There’s arguably a fourth category. For those that remember 
the not-so-great starts War Emblem, Big Brown, and California 
Chrome had in the Belmont, fans of Justify better hope he 
won’t be the kind that, in part, stops himself.
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HOFBURG COULD ‘TAP’ INTO A BELMONT 
STAKES VICTORY OVER JUSTIFY
by Vance Hanson

CAN WOODY STEPHENS AND TAPIT PROVIDE CLUES ON 
HOFBURG AND JUSTIFY IN THE BELMONT STAKES?

As Woody Stephens was to trainers in the 1980s, so it appears 
Tapit is to stallions in the 2010s when it comes to being a 
dominating figure in the Belmont Stakes (G1).

In the last four editions of the Belmont, Tapit has sired winners 
Tonalist (2014), Creator (2016), and Tapwrit (2017). It took 
the sport’s first Triple Crown winner in nearly four decades, 
American Pharoah, to prevent the streak from standing at four 
in a row as Frosted was a clear-cut second in 2015. (Tapit also 
sired 2016 third-place finisher Lani).

Tapit’s current dominance echoes that of 16-time leading sire 
Lexington, “The Blind Hero of Woodburn,” who in the five-
year period from 1868 through 1872 was responsible for three 
Belmont winners and one third-place finisher.

On June 9, Tapit’s son Hofburg will attempt to do what Tonalist 
did and Frosted didn’t – halt a Triple Crown bid. Four Belmont 
Stakes wins in five years for Tapit is not out of the realm of 
possibility.

Tapit had a relatively short career in 2003-04 winning three 
of six starts, including the Wood Memorial (G1) and Laurel 
Futurity (G3). Though unplaced in the Kentucky Derby (G1), 
Florida Derby (G1), and Pennsylvania Derby (G2), Tapit’s 
success at stud was instantaneous as he sired champion 
juvenile filly, Stardom Bound, in his first crop. He hasn’t looked 
back.

While obviously gifted at siring winners of the country’s longest 
Grade 1 dirt stakes, Tapit’s present stud fee of $300,000 
is proof his offspring have done and can do pretty much 

everything. Though the Kentucky Derby and Preakness (G1) 
have eluded him, Tapit has sired four U.S. champions and a 
plethora of Grade 1 winners going short and long, on turf as 
well as dirt.

Hofburg seeks to become the latest top-level winner for the 
super stallion. Like Tonalist, Hofburg will be making his fifth 
career start in the Belmont. Both raced once at two, finishing 
fourth in their debuts, then ran three more times prior to the 
“Test of the Champion.”

After a maiden win, Tonalist ran second to eventual Florida 
Derby winner Constitution in an allowance and then took the 
Peter Pan (G2) in his stakes debut. Hofburg, on the other hand, 
finished a clear second to Audible in the Florida Derby in his 
stakes debut before finishing seventh in the Kentucky Derby 
after a rough trip in the slop.

Owner Juddmonte Farms is seeking its second Belmont with 
Hofburg after Empire Maker earned a Triple Crown-busting win 
against Funny Cide in 2003. Trainer Bill Mott, likewise, won his 
only Belmont with Drosselmeyer in 2010, and jockey Irad Ortiz 
Jr. was aboard for Creator’s score two years ago.

It’s also worth noting Hofburg’s broodmare sire, Touch Gold, 
ended a Triple Crown bid himself in 1997, against the Bob 
Baffert-trained Silver Charm.

Justify will be tough to beat, for sure, but no horse is entering 
the race with more Belmont momentum than Tapit.
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