
Needles: From Sickly Foal 
To Florida’s First Champion

By Joe Nevills
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Stallion farms around the world have 
graveyards to honor the horses that 
built and sustained their operations. 
The heart and hooves of Needles rest 
on the property of Ocala Breeders’ 
Sales Co., instead of his home farm, 
because he belonged to the entire 
state of Florida.

Needles set plenty of the milestones 
that future Florida-breds chase to this 
day. He was the first horse born in the 
Sunshine State to win a national year-
end championship when he was named 
co-champion 2-year-old of 1955. A 
year later, he won the Kentucky Derby 
and Belmont Stakes to bag the first 
two classic races by a Florida-bred.

Less heralded, but just as important, is the effect Needles’ 
success had on shaping central Florida into a hub for 
Thoroughbred breeding and sales. If not for Needles and his 
on-track success, the graveyard where he resides might have 
never existed. 

There were only four Thoroughbred farms in Marion 
County in 1952 when Florida-based Bill and Madeline Dickey 
Leach and Kentucky-based Paul Little entered a partner-
ship on a trio of inexpensive broodmares. One of them, the 
$1,975-earning Jack High mare Noodle Soup, was hastily 
added to the inaugural book of 1949 Kentucky Derby winner 
Ponder, who retired to Calumet Farm so late into the breed-
ing season that his first crop consisted of just four North 
American foals.

The Leaches insisted the ensuing foals be born at their Dick-
ey Stables in Ocala, Fla., and they bought out Little’s share in 
the mares to make that happen. 

Foalhood was not easy for Noodle Soup’s colt. He came 
down with equine pneumonia at just five weeks old, and spent 
weeks struggling with a fever. The likely-dying horse was 
tirelessly administered injections and oxygen by Madeline 
Dickey Leach, who was a registered nurse, farm manager 
Roy Yates, and veterinarian W. Reuben Brawner. In the book 
“Central Florida Thoroughbreds,” author Charlene Johnson 
wrote that Leach felt such pity toward the young horse for 
the constant pricks that she christened him “Needles.”

“The nice thing about Needles was that he was tough,” 
Brawner said in a 2000 interview with Florida Horse. “He 

never stopped eating, never lost 
weight, and he was always bright. 
Even then, he would try to kick 
you even though he was sick…He 
knew he could whip anything.”

From the brink of death, Nee-
dles grew into a high-upside 
racing prospect, and he was 
eventually purchased by Bon-
nie Heath and Jackson Dudley 
for $20,000 (about $188,000 
adjusted for inflation), and put 
in training with Hugh Fontaine, 
who came out of retirement to 
work for the Oklahoma oilmen.
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Stallion Spotlight

As the final crops of mega-sire A.P. 
Indy reach the age to see their first 
foals hit the track, it never hurts to 
have a young son of his on one’s 
stallion roster for breeders looking 
for one last jump into the gene pool.

WinStar Farm has given itself am-
ple opportunity to carry on the A.P. 
Indy sire line, with classic-placed 
Commissioner joining fellow A.P. 
Indy son Congrats in the Versailles, 
Ky., stud barn. The line is also repre-
sented by Constitution, who is a pa-
ternal great-grandson of the 1992 
Horse of the Year.

“A.P. Indy and the Empire Maker/Fappiano line are the two 
most prolific sire lines we have for dirt in the game, and he just 
keeps producing that through his sons,” said WinStar Farm’s El-
liott Walden. “It’s an extremely important line for our business.”

Commissioner, an 8-year-old, holds the distinction of be-
ing A.P. Indy’s last son to make noise on the Triple Crown 
trail, having finished second by a head in the 2014 Belmont 
Stakes. It was the highlight of a 3-year-old campaign that 
also included in-the-money efforts in the Grade 2 Peter Pan 
Stakes and the G3 Sunland Derby. 

The Belmont was a thorough endorsement of Commission-
er’s two-turn abilities, which fully blossomed as he entered 
the handicap ranks. At four, Commissioner added scores 
in the G2 Hawthorne Gold Cup Handicap, and the G3 Pim-
lico Special Stakes and Skip Away Stakes to his resume. He 
retired to WinStar with five wins in 15 career starts for 
earnings of $962,237.

Commissioner’s first crop of yearlings brought an average 
sale price of $41,816, which was a strong return from an 
introductory stud fee of $7,500. His most expensive year-
ling of 2018 was a colt out of the stakes-winning Yes It’s 
True mare Lunarlady, who brought $200,000 at the Ocala 
Breeders’ Sales Co. October Yearling Sale, the third-highest 
price of the auction.

The young stallion will have plenty of opportunities to test 
the commercial demand of his juveniles early in the spring 
auction season. His nine horses cataloged to the OBS 
March 2-Year-Olds In Training Sale is among the most in 
his freshman class.

Tracking the precocity of Commissioner’s first crop dur-
ing the auction season’s under-tack shows and the early 
2-year-old racing calendar will be an interesting study in 
which parts of the stallion will shine through.

On one hand, Commissioner was 
a winner at two during the presti-
gious Saratoga meet, and he’s a 
half-brother to Laugh Track, who 
was a close second in the 2013 
Breeders’ Cup Sprint. On the other, 
Commissioner’s best races came 
at especially long distances, mean-
ing his foals might need more room 
to run than an eighth-mile breeze 
or a four-furlong maiden race 
would allow.

“I’m hearing good things, and 
I think people will appreciate 
what he is, being a son of A.P. 

Indy out of a Touch Gold mare, and recognize they’re 
not supposed to go :9 4/5,” Walden said. “They’re sup-
posed to go :10 2/5 on the bridle with a big gallop 
out. I know with my own experience looking at things,  
I always factor in, ‘What is a horse supposed to do?’” PRS

Commissioner

Commissioner’s First Class
By Joe Nevills

LOUISE REINAGEL
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TONALIST

A.P. Indy—Serena’s Cat, by Storm Cat

Pulpit—Salute, by Unbridled

Unbridled’s Song—Miss Macy Sue, by Trippi

Tapit—Settling Mist, by Pleasant Colony

FIRST 2YOs OF 2019
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Equine insurance experts answer your questions 
about insuring Thoroughbreds for the breeding and 
auction realms. 

Email us at info@paulickreport.com if you have a ques-
tion for an insurer.

QUESTION: I’ve just bought a 
2-year-old at auction. How do 
you recommend I cover my 
new purchase?

BRYCE BURTON: First of all, 
congratulations on your new 
purchase! Your first step is 
going to be to reach out to 
your agent in order to obtain a 
quote on your 2-year-old. The 
agent will come back with the 
most comprehensive cover-
age that they can find at the 

lowest possible premium rate. You’ll need to keep in 
mind that the rate you are being given on your 2-year-
old is a racing/training rate, which will be higher than 
a breeding, yearling, or at grass rate that you may 
have received in the past.  

Once you’ve notified your agent that you approve of the 
presented Full Mortality quote, he/she will instruct the 
company to bind coverage and issue the policy. Because 
the colt or filly was purchased at auction, the insurance 
carriers will not require that a veterinary certificate be 
completed on the horse, as the hip page showing that 
the horse went through the ring will be sufficient.

QUESTION: Are premiums for 2-year-olds typically af-
fected by previous sales results (such as a pinhooked 
yearling) or whether a horse has been scratched from a 
previous sale?

BRYCE BURTON: Your Full Mortality policy will in no way 
be affected by your new 2-year-old’s past sales results. 
The only thing that will affect your new policy will be the 
purchase price of the colt or filly, as that will set the value 
on the new policy.  

ASK YOUR INSURER
Considerations For
Your New 2-Year-Old

Bryce Burton

Generally speaking, the underwriters will use the 
purchase price from that sale until there’s a reason 
to adjust the value down the road.  This could come as 
a result of the horse’s first race results, if the horse 
has been training extremely well, or a change within 
the family that may justify an increase.  Increases and 
decreases can be made within the Full Mortality policy 
period, with additional and return premiums being 
charged on a pro-rata basis.

Bryce Burton is a property and liability specialist for 
Muirfield Insurance. He is from Frankfort, Ky., where 
he grew up an avid race fan. His Thoroughbred rac-
ing fandom combined with a collegiate internship in 
the insurance industry, culminated in a start in the 
equine insurance field. Bryce has been with Muirfield 
Insurance since 2014, following his graduation from 
Transylvania University in Lexington.
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Success came quickly for the colt, who shared champion 
2-year-old male honors with Nail after posting wins in 
the Sapling Stakes and Hopeful Stakes and setting two 
track records. Known for his from-the-clouds closing style, 
Needles racked up a win in the Flamingo Stakes, then 
set a track record in the Florida Derby on the road to the 
Kentucky Derby.

Needles was an overwhelming favorite heading into the 
1956 Kentucky Derby, but one wouldn’t know it to see him 
in the mornings. He steadfastly refused to breeze in the 
leadup to the race – a habit he’d established long before 
arriving at Churchill Downs. A baffled media watched as a 
planned final public tuneup turned into a comically leisurely 
lope after the rider and trainer begged the horse to move 
from a standstill on the track.

“He was a cantankerous sort of horse,” jockey Dave Erb told 
the Daily Racing Form in 1996. “When he wanted to work, 
he’d work; when he didn’t, he wouldn’t. His last big work for 
the Derby, a week before the race, he went a mile [and] 
a quarter in 2:11. That’s trottin’ horse time, and it was 
embarrassing.”

As he had proven before, though, Needles knew when the 
running mattered. He made his usual dawdling start, set-
tling as far back as 27 lengths off the pace before opening 
up in the last quarter-mile and outkicking runner-up Fabius 
by three-quarters of a length.

Having just collected $123,450 for the winner’s share of 
the Derby purse, the connections were instantly flush with 
cash. Knowing this, a U.S. Marshall approached trainer 
Fontaine as he was receiving his trophy and served him with 
papers for $2,000 he owed in late income taxes. According 
to an account by the BloodHorse, Fontaine was unfettered 
by the ambush.

“That don’t bother me boy,” he told the agent. “Not today!”

Needles once again tried run down Fabius in the Preak-
ness Stakes, but the order of finish was reversed. How-
ever, the Florida-bred finished on top again in the rubber 
match, taking the Belmont after spotting the pacesetter 
more than 20 lengths.

A Triple Crown near-miss campaign, paired with a domi-
nant prep season, was plenty to give Needles the champion 
3-year-old male title for the 1956 racing season. He raced 
three times at age four, all in stakes races at Gulfstream 
Park, setting another track record in his career finale, when 
he won the 11/16-mile Fort Lauderdale Handicap.

Needles retired to Bonnie Heath Farm in Reddick, Fla., with 
11 wins in 21 starts for earnings of $600,355. He’d spent 
plenty of time in his native state on the racetrack, but the 
place where he grew up looked very different from when he 
was a sickly foal.

In the next issue: Needles and the growth of Florida’s 
breeding industry. 

Continued from Page 1

PRS

HIP #26 Whitman Sales LLC                            
 BARN 11

HIP #68 Tom McCrocklin                                  
 BARN 7
 

HIP #479 SGV Thoroughbreds LLC                  
 BARN 10

HIP #525 Winners Circle Thoroughbreds   
 BARN 3

Earn 25% more for wins in NY, NJ, PA, DE,  
WV, MD, and VA, when you own a Virginia 
bred or certified 2YO purchased at OBS 

For additional information 
go to www.vabred.org

VIRGINIA CERTIFIED

VIRGINIA BRED

These horses will also be eligible for restricted 
races at Colonial Downs opening August, 2019 

THE VIRGINIA
ADVANTAGE



                                                                                                                     Page 6

Ten to Watch: 
OBS March 2YOs Day 1

By Joe Nevills

Hip 5, Dark bay or brown filly by American Pharoah x 
Yong Musician, by Yonaguska, consigned by Crupi’s New 
Castle Farm, agent. From the first crop of Triple Crown 
winner American Pharoah, this filly is a half-sister to Peru-
vian G1-placed Kingdom Road and U.S. G3-placed Co Cola. 

Hip 13, Chestnut filly by Verrazano x Akron Moon, by 
Malibu Moon, consigned by Wavertree Stables, agent for 
JSM Equine. G1 winner Bellafina and multiple G3-placed 
stakes winner Diamond King are half-siblings to this filly.

Hip 33, Gray or roan colt by Tapit x Artemis Agrotera, by 
Roman Ruler, consigned by Sequel Bloodstock, agent for 
Chester & Mary Broman. The New York-bred first foal of a 
G1 winner, from the family of Stephen Got Even.

Hip 35, Bay colt by Tapit x Assateague, by Stormy Atlan-
tic, consigned by Eddie Woods, agent. Out of a G3 winner, 
this colt’s page includes G2 winners Rainha Da Bateria and 
Rabbit Run, as well as Breeders’ Cup Juvenile runner-up 
He’s Had Enough.

Hip 39, Chestnut colt by American Pharoah x Avila Road, 
by Elusive Quality, consigned by Bobby Dodd, agent. This 
Florida-bred is out of a full-sister to G1 winner and fast-
rising sire Quality Road.

Hip 101, Fire Coral, Dark bay or brown filly by Curlin 
x Coral Sun, by A.P. Indy, consigned by Niall Brennan 
Stables, agent. A half-sister to G3 winner Champagne 
Problems, from the family of G1 winners Southern Image 
and Turbo Compressor.

Hip 146, Dark bay or brown colt by Union Rags x Elles-
mere, by Tabasco Cat, consigned by McKathan Bros., 
agent. Stakes-placed Ellesmere is the dam of G3 winner 
Bridgetown, stakes winners Clement Rock and Carnacks 
Choice, and stakes producer Mullins Bay.

Hip 147, Dark bay or brown filly by Candy Ride x Eltimaas, 
by Ghostzapper, consigned by Top Line Sales, agent. 
Champion sprinter Drefong is a half-brother to this filly, from 
the family of champion juvenile Action This Day.

Hip 194, Dark bay or brown colt by Pioneerof the Nile 
x Golden Artemis, by Malibu Moon, consigned by Hoby 
& Layna Kight, agent. A half-brother to G1 winner My 
Conquestadory, stakes-placed Saharan, and graded stakes 
producer Conquest Lil Miss.

Hip 231, Bay filly by Uncle Mo x Icon Project, by Empire 
Maker, consigned by Gene Recio, agent. G2 winner Fash-
ion Business is a half-brother to this filly, out of G1 winner 
Icon Project. PRS


