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S Things to Know About Dan Patch

by Madison Bloomquist August 27,2024

Sure, you may recoghize the name from the State Fair avenue or Savage’s annual festival, but there’s so
much more to learn about Minnesota’s most beloved horse.
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While there are many horses enshrined in our collective memory—Seabiscuit, Black Beauty, Lil
Sebastian—Minnesota’s biggest equine name, Dan Patch, has been synonymous with the State Fair and
the town of Savage for more than a century. But who was the American Standardbred pacer, and why has
his name lived on? Here’s a few essential Dan patch facts to know.
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1. Dan Patch is known as the “World’s Champion Harness Horse.”

When Dan Patch rose to fame in the early 1900s, harness racing—horses racing around tracks with
drivers seated in tiny carriages directly behind them—was one of the hottest sports in the country. Dan
Patch started racing as a 4-year-old in 1900, first in county fair circuits and then larger regional and
national tracks. He never lost a race, and tied his first world record, for one mile in 1:59.25, in 1902.

That same year, Hamilton, Minnesota’s Marion Willis Savage, owner of the International Stock Food
Company, bought Dan Patch for $60,000 (yep, that’s a nearly unheard-of amount: Today it’s well over $2
million). When Dan Patch wasn’t working as a model for Savage’s biz or continuing to break world records
(including the ones he set himself), he lived a cushy life at the stables near Savage’s Minneapolis
mansion or the aptly named “Taj Mahal” stable he owned in the town then known as Hamilton, and
retired in 1909. He and Savage died one day apartin July 1916, and he was inducted into the Harness
Racing Museum and Hall of fame in 1953.

2. ...But he almost didn’t live long enough to receive the honor.

Bred from a star racehorse and a buggy horse that went lame before making it big, Dan Patch was born
with legs so crooked that he couldn’t stand up on his own—to
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the point where some even suggested putting him down. And while his legs grew straighter, his hocks

never fully fell in line, and he needed a special horseshoe and training cart to accommodate his slightly
wonky strides. Even so, the horse took to buggy and sleigh driving quickly—and was (literally) off to the
races.

3. He’s (obviously) a State Fair legend.

Once Dan Patch became a Minnesotan, Savage knew he wanted to show his beloved horse off at the
State Fair, and he started setting mile track records at the old Grandstand in 1903 and 1905. But his
legend status was secured in 1906, when he raced twice in front of some of the fair’s largest-ever horse
racing crowds and set an unofficial world record of one mile in 1:55. “Hats were thrown in the air and
trampled. Women waved handkerchiefs and Minnesota literally stood up and paid homage to her
adopted son,” read the September 9, 1906 edition of The Sunday Journal. (A note on the “unofficial” part:
There was no wind screen during the race, which was a standard part of harness racing, so some deemed
it an unfair advantage. But Savage boasted about 1:55 for the rest of Dan Patch’s career, and the horse
did set the world record of 1:55.25 soon after the fair.)

And a part of him, of course, lives on at the fair today: In 1994, after a campaign by Secretary-General
Manager Mike Heffron to give the fairgrounds streets unique names, the Minnesota State Agricultural
Society’s board of managers voted to rename the road running between Snelling and the University of
Minnesota campus “Dan Patch Avenue.” For fairgoers who’d like to learn more about the horse, the West
End Market’s History and Heritage Center holds a display case celebrating Dan Patch, and a photo
timeline in the Grandstand also marks his appearances in the early 1900s.

4. For a time, his face was everywhere.

Many consider Dan Patch the country’s most famous athlete of his era—that’s how big harness racing
was in the 1900s. Twin Cities newspapers were full of articles and advertisements during his State Fair
days, and his profile graced cigars, sheet music, playing cards, whiskey bottles, washing machines,
sewing machines, and more. Marion Savage, at one point, earned more than $1 million annually for his
goods.

5. The town of Savage is named after his owner.

Remember Hamilton, the town where Dan Patch and his owner lived? In 1904, it was renamed in Marion
Savage’s honor. And the horse himself has a few other namesakes around, too: Prior Lake High School’s
stadium and Dan Patch Drive and Dan Patch Lane in Savage are also named after him, and Savage still
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celebrates Dan Patch Days every June. The Dan Patch Historical Society, in Savage’s public library,

showcases his records and big-dollar memorabilia.



