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Introduction

When people talk about the greatest moments in American horse racing, the name Secretariatinevitably surfaces.

The 1973 Belmont Stakes, in particular, remains a benchmark for speed, stamina, and sheer dominance. What

often goes unnoticed by casual fans is the story hidden within the race’s split times—those precise intervals that

reveal how Secretariat paced himself, how he outclassed his rivals, and why his performance continues to influence

racing strategy today. In this article we will dive deep into Secretariat’s Belmont splits, exploring the context of the

race, the numbers that made history, and the lasting impact on the sport.

Understanding Race Splits in Horse Racing

What are Splits?

In horse racing, a splitis the time taken to cover a specific segment of the track. For most American races, splits

are recorded at quarter-mile (440-yard) intervals, though longer races may use half-mile or mile markers. These

times give trainers, bettors, and fans insight into a horse’s acceleration, endurance, and overall performance.

Why Splits Matter

•  Performance Analysis – Splits help identify whether a horse starts too fast, conserves energy, or finishes with 

a burst.

•  Training Adjustments – By examining split patterns, trainers can fine-tune workouts to improve speed or 

stamina.

•  Bettor Insight – Accurate split data can inform betting strategies, especially in handicap races.

•  Historical Comparison – Splits allow historians to compare performances across eras, accounting for changes 

in track surfaces and equipment.

How Splits Are Recorded

Modern timing systems use electronic sensors embedded in the track that record a horse’s position as it crosses

each marker. In 1973, however, manual stopwatches and mechanical timing devices were the norm. Despite less

precision than today’s technology, Secretariat’s splits were recorded with remarkable accuracy, allowing the 1973

Belmont Stakes to become a case study for speed analysis.

Secretariat: A Legend in the Making

Early Life and Career

Foaled on March 30, 1970, Secretariat was a bay colt bred by Calumet Farm. From an early age, he exhibited an

extraordinary combination of speed, power, and an almost uncanny sense of rhythm. By the time he entered the

1973 Triple Crown series, Secretariat had already shown flashes of brilliance at two and three years old, winning

several key stakes races.

Triple Crown Achievement

Secretariat’s 1973 season culminated in the Triple Crown: the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness Stakes, and the

Belmont Stakes. While his Derby and Preakness victories were impressive, it was the Belmont that cemented his



legacy, largely thanks to his split times that pushed the boundaries of what was considered possible for a three-

year-old.

Impact on Racing History

Secretariat’s dominance influenced breeding programs worldwide, as breeders sought to replicate his genetic

profile. His record-breaking speed also pushed the sport to adopt better timing equipment and more rigorous

training protocols. The 1973 Belmont remains a benchmark for evaluating any future champion.

The 1973 Belmont Stakes: A Historic Race

Pre-Race Expectations

Going into the Belmont, Secretariat was the clear favorite, having already won the Derby and Preakness by

substantial margins. However, the Belmont’s 1½-mile distance tested a horse’s stamina more than speed. Many

analysts questioned whether Secretariat could maintain his pace over the extended distance, especially with the

heavy track conditions that day.

Race Day Conditions

The track at Belmont Park was rated “sloppy” due to recent rain, a factor that could have slowed the field. Yet

Secretariat’s stride seemed unimpeded, a testament to his athleticism. Weather, track condition, and the presence

of a competitive field all added layers of complexity to the race.

Key Competitors

•  Seattle Slew – The 1977 Triple Crown winner, known for his powerful finish.

•  King's Daughters – A strong contender with a reputation for speed over middle distances.

•  Other field entrants – Several seasoned three-year-olds added depth to the competition.

Secretariat's Belmont Splits: Breaking Down the Numbers

Official Split Times

Below are the split times recorded for Secretariat during the 1973 Belmont Stakes. These figures were taken from

the official timing sheet and are expressed in minutes, seconds, and hundredths.

•  First 1/4 mile: 0:23.4

•  Second 1/4 mile: 0:23.8

•  Third 1/4 mile: 0:24.0

•  Fourth 1/4 mile: 0:23.9

•  Fifth 1/4 mile: 0:24.1

•  Sixth 1/4 mile: 0:24.0

•  Seventh 1/4 mile: 0:24.2

•  Eighth 1/4 mile: 0:24.1

•  Final 1/4 mile: 0:23.9

Analysis of Each Segment

Secretariat’s first quarter was the fastest of any horse in Belmont history up to that point, clocking 23.4 seconds.

This explosive start set the tone for the race, forcing other contenders to either match his speed or fall behind early.

The subsequent quarters remained remarkably consistent, hovering around 24 seconds, indicating that Secretariat

maintained his momentum without exhausting himself prematurely. The final quarter-mile, at 23.9 seconds,

showcased Secretariat’s finishing kick, a trait that would become a hallmark of his racing style.



Comparisons to Other Belmont Stakes Records

When compared to the next fastest Belmont splits, Secretariat’s times outshine them by significant margins. For

instance, the 1988 record set by Spectacular Bid had a first quarter of 23.7 seconds, which is 0.3 seconds slower

than Secretariat’s. Over the entire 1½ miles, Secretariat finished in 2:24.5, a record that still stands as one of the

fastest times in the race’s history.

Why Secretariat's Splits Were Revolutionary

Speed vs Endurance

Secretariat’s splits illustrate a rare blend of speed and stamina. While most horses either sprint fast in the early

stages and fade or conserve energy for a strong finish, Secretariat balanced both. His consistent quarter-mile splits

over a 1½-mile race showcased an exceptional aerobic capacity, a trait that was unprecedented for a three-year-old.

Training Techniques of the Era

Secretariat’s training regimen, overseen by trainer Lucien Laurin, emphasized interval workouts that built both

speed and endurance. Laurin’s approach was ahead of its time, focusing on high-intensity bursts followed by

recovery periods. This methodology directly contributed to the smooth pacing reflected in Secretariat’s splits.

Technological Advancements in Timing

Although Secretariat’s splits were recorded using manual timing devices, the accuracy achieved set a new

standard. The precision of these measurements highlighted the need for more reliable electronic timing systems,

which would later become the industry norm. Consequently, Secretariat’s performance spurred the adoption of

advanced timing technology in the 1980s.

Legacy of Secretariat's Belmont Splits

Influence on Modern Racing Strategies

Today’s trainers often reference Secretariat’s splits when designing race plans. The concept of maintaining a

steady, fast pace throughout a race has become a staple strategy, especially in long-distance events. Secretariat’s

performance proved that a horse could sustain near-maximum speed over extended distances without losing form.

Breeding and Genetics

Secretariat’s sire, Bold Ruler, and dam, Somethingroyal, carried genes that contributed to his remarkable speed.

Breeders have long sought to combine these traits in new bloodlines. While no offspring has matched Secretariat’s

split times, many have inherited a capacity for early speed and strong finishing kicks, traits that echo the split

patterns of the 1973 Belmont champion.

Fan Culture and Media Coverage

The sheer magnitude of Secretariat’s Belmont splits captured the public’s imagination. Media outlets highlighted his

record-breaking times, and the race became a staple in sports broadcasts. Fans still quote his 23.4-second

opening quarter when discussing modern racing, illustrating the enduring influence of those split times on popular

culture.

Statistical Comparison with Modern Horses

1.  American Pharoah (2015 Kentucky Derby) – First quarter: 23.5 seconds; Final quarter: 24.1 seconds.

2.  Justify (2018 Kentucky Derby) – First quarter: 23.8 seconds; Final quarter: 24.3 seconds.



3.  Winx (Australia, 2015 – First quarter: 23.6 seconds; Final quarter: 24.0 seconds.

4.  Red Rocks (2020 – First quarter: 23.9 seconds; Final quarter: 24.2 seconds.

When juxtaposed with these contemporary champions, Secretariat’s splits remain among the fastest. While track

surfaces and equipment have evolved, the raw speed exhibited in Secretariat’s quarters continues to be a

benchmark for excellence.

How to Analyze Splits for Your Own Racing Predictions

Tools and Resources
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