It was a cardinal rule of horse racing for any owner, and Gretchen Jackson, straightforward and no-nonsense, with a voice of silky gravel, knew it as well as anyone:

Never fall in love with a horse. 
She and her husband, Roy, had been in the business since the late 1970s, so they had had ample time to learn the cardinal rule. It was a business, and they treated it as one. The horses they owned weren't pets. They were Thoroughbreds, as beautiful as they were fragile, and engineered for speed, the musculature of their bodies propelled by legs as thin as spindles.

They were susceptible to coughs and allergies and heaves and a highly contagious condition called strangles, in which pus discharges from the nostrils, and abscesses form in the lymph nodes under the jaw and sometimes burst. They were susceptible to viruses such as West Nile and equine herpes, to diseases spread by the larvae of flies that hide out in manure. They were susceptible to leg fractures that require them to be euthanized on the spot, and to the puzzling mystery of laminitis, a disease in which the hoof wall separates from the inner foot, causing such intolerable pain that it too could result in euthanasia.

Never fall in love with a horse.
They were taught to race when they were two, and they didn't all take to it. Some were just stubborn. Some, like juvenile delinquents, went out of their way to do the exact opposite of what you told them to do. Some were scared. Some were just bored. Some were just mean. Some were dumb as rocks. In 2005, 72,487 horses pulled out of the starting gate in races across North America. Their average earnings were $15,851. It wasn't enough to pay for the cost of maintaining them, and of those who ran, 26 percent earned less than $1,000.

Never fall in love with a horse.
But the problem for Gretchen Jackson was she did fall in love with a horse. She fell in love with him because when he was in his element on the racecourse there were moments he ran with such joy and abandon that he actually flew, all four feet off the ground. She fell in love with him because of the way he soldiered on after he was tragically hurt in the Preakness Stakes in May 2006, his sense of self so intact that he bit one veterinarian smack on the butt and ran a masseuse out of the stall. She fell in love with him because of the gleam in his eyes, still bright, during those dark days in July 2006 when both his rear lower limbs became a medical nightmare, and she wrote in the private journal she kept:

It's not good. Oh my God I am so concerned. Dear Lord we cannot let the bright light fade, flicker, die. We must conquer. Where are you God in my suffering? Are you holding my hands showing me full moons and breezy nights? Yes Lord, they are magnificent but my heart is looking at Barbaro. That is not the horse that won the derby.
She fell in love with him because of the way he was trying to communicate, Don't give up on me yet. She fell in love with him because of the way he rallied after that. And then she fell in love with him because of the way he died.

There was no inkling of brilliance the night Barbaro was born, on April 29, 2003. He came out big when he was foaled at the Sanborn Chase farm, in Nicholasville, Kentucky, so big that Bill Sanborn and the night watchman, Irvin White, each had to grab a foreleg and pull him out. He also came out leggy, and until he was moved to Florida in the fall of 2004, he grew in big spurts that made him seem awkward at times, a kid who was all elbows.

He had fine and upstanding parents. His mother, La Ville Rouge, whom the Jacksons owned, had become a breeding mare after a successful racing career in her own right, with earnings of $262,594. She was slightly small, and when a breeding adviser came up with a list of five recommended sires for her, Dynaformer was chosen in the hopes of adding a little bit of heft to her foals. Dynaformer was already a stud among studs. (Through 2006 his offspring had been responsible for 1,792 wins and earnings of $68,565,473.) In 2002, when he was brought in to do his job, his stud fee was still relatively cheap, around $50,000.

When the Jacksons saw Barbaro for the first time, six weeks after he was born, they liked what they saw—a foal who not only was going to be big but had a beautiful head like his mother's, with a distinctive white patch in the shape of a radish. But when he left Kentucky to be broken at Stephens Thoroughbreds, near Ocala, Florida, there still was no inkling; he had been just one of 36,901 Thoroughbred foals who had been officially registered in North America in 2003. He showed an athleticism and an intelligence that put him ahead of his classmates during the time he was there, and that was all.

In the spring of 2005, he was moved to the Fair Hill Training Center, in Elkton, Maryland, and was paired with 54-year-old trainer Michael Matz. It wasn't a match that sent shock waves through the insular world of horse racing, or even tiny ripples, an unknown two-year-old under the stewardship of a trainer who had little reputation outside the Middle Atlantic region. The Jacksons had originally chosen Matz to train some of their horses on the basis of convenience—he lived near them and the facility he used was relatively close. He had a peerless reputation as a horseman in his prior life. But what neither Matz nor Barbaro knew yet was that their personalities were mirrors of each other: strong-willed, single-minded, with an almost otherworldly survival instinct.

At four p.m. on July 19, 1989, Michael Matz, in the prime of his life as a world-class equestrian, survived the crash landing of a commercial jet after all of its hydraulic systems had failed over the farmlands of Iowa with 296 people aboard. He was 38 years old at the time, on his way back to his home outside Philadelphia from Hawaii with his girlfriend, D.D. Alexander. He did not know if he would die when the captain of United Flight 232, Al Haynes, made it clear to passengers that the plane was having trouble flying, and flight attendants started readying the cabin for the emergency landing. But Matz prepared with focus. He reached into his briefcase, pulling out his passport and pictures of his two children from a previous marriage. He placed them in his back pocket so that if he did die when the plane tried to land at Sioux Gateway Airport, or was seriously hurt, at least there would be the possibility of identifying him. Then he turned to the passenger next to him and told him that if the plane was not completely destroyed on impact, their first obligation would be to save the three children surrounding them who were traveling unaccompanied to see their grandparents in Albany, New York.

Because of the loss of hydraulic systems, which occurred in the aftermath of the rear engine's blowing out, the pilots had to fly the McDonnell Douglas DC-10 without any normal flight controls. Instead a pilot got onto his knees in the cockpit and worked the throttles of the remaining two engines with his hands, steering the plane into turns until it could land. They tried to hit the runway as level as they could, but during the last 100 feet the nose dropped and the right wing dipped. And they were coming in too fast, almost 75 knots above average, because the plane was virtually impossible to handle. The wing hit the ground first, causing the plane to skid and cartwheel off the runway and break into pieces as if it had been a plastic toy. When the momentum finally ran out, people were upside down. Some struggled to unstrap their seat belts as smoke began to fill the cabin. Others hung lifeless, dripping blood. But Michael Matz had barely a scratch, and he did what he had said he would do, rescue the children who surrounded him. He got them outside and told them to run. He stayed behind and held back the cables that had fallen over an opening in the fuselage so other passengers could escape. Then he frantically searched for D.D. (they had gotten on the flight at the last minute and weren't seated together), seeing too many of the 111 people who had died. After about 45 minutes, he finally found D.D., with the three children, in a truck heading to the temporary rescue area.

