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Preface

H,. orse racing, in one form or another, is one of the
oldest sports known to mankind. Its beginnings may
almost certainly be traced back over 4,000 years to the
time when the horse was first domesticated in Asia, for
the sport would naturally develop in any society where
horses played a significant role. Possession of a good
quality horse soon became a status symbol, a clear
indication of the rank or wealth of the owner. Owner-
ship inevitably led to rivalry and to the gradual organ-
ization of competitive races.

In classical times, especially within the Roman
Empire, horse and chariot racing were popular sports
which enjoyed the wholehearted patronage of the
emperors and engendered intense enthusiasm among
the spectators whose support for the rival racing
colours frequently reached the point of fanaticism.

As the Romans expanded the territorial limits of
their empire they took with them the fast runners which
they had developed from the horses of Arabia and Asia
Minor. When they reached Britain they found warriors
equally skilled in horsemanship, and it was in Britain
that the concept of organized horse racing later
emerged.
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The earliest extant description of horse racing in
England dates from 1174. The sport developed under
the patronage of kings and nobles with the most nota-
ble advances being made under the Stuarts. James I
sponsored racing at such places as Epsom and New-
market and Charles II, who earned the soubriquet
'father of the British turf, enthusiastically encouraged
both the racing and breeding of horses. From Britain,
organized racing naturally spread to the colonies in
North America.

The other great British contribution to horse racing
was the development of the thoroughbred breed. The
thoroughbred, an admixture derived from many other
breeds, is a delicate animal designed for speed. Its
genealogy is officially documented in the General Stud
Book, the first standard version of which was published
in 1808. Though changes have been made to accom-
modate various thoroughbred strains developed in
North America and Europe, the General Stud Book
remains the primary source for authenticating thor-
oughbred pedigrees.

Britain also contributed the idea of a general govern-
ing body to oversee horse racing. The Jockey Club,
formed at Newmarket in about 1750, soon gained the
authority to regulate both the racing and breeding of
thoroughbreds. Its role and activities have been influ-
ential, directly or indirectly, in many other countries.

Horse racing in Canada was well established as a
popular outdoor amusement even before the first
organization of the sport by the Quebec Turf Club in
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1789, and its popularity was no doubt encouraged
wherever there was a military presence. As settlement
moved west, so did the popularity of horse racing; but
in the west it had its own indigenous and independent
development.

Horse racing has traditionally been termed 'the sport
of kings', but it has equally been 'the sport of the
people'. Nowhere has this been more evident than in
Manitoba.
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Horses were not indigenous to America, but were
introduced from Europe by the Spanish conquerors in
the sixteenth century. From this beginning they were
gradually diffused among the various tribes of the
Plains Indians, although the time and method of this
diffusion are subject to varied interpretation.

In all probability, the use of horses first spread
northward and eastward to those tribes on the periph-
ery of the Spanish settlements in what are now Mexico
and the states of New Mexico and California. Through
trade and sometimes through theft, horses were intro-
duced to the more northerly Indian tribes over a period
of approximately two centuries. By the first decade of
the nineteenth century horses were in fairly widespread
use, either for riding or as pack animals, by the Indians
of present day Manitoba.

The horse assumed considerable importance in
Indian life during the nineteenth century buffalo hunt-
ing days. Not only was it essential for the hunt, but it
also played a prominent role in the leisure time activi-
ties of both children and adults.

With most tribes horse racing became an extremely
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popular form of entertainment. Although compara-
tively little is written on this topic except for the Black-
foot Indians, there is evidence to suggest that their
practices had much in common with those of other
tribes.

The Blackfoot regularly organized horse races in
late summer between various men's societies at the
Sun Dance encampment, and they also participated
in intratribal and intertribal races with their neigh-
bours. With this spirit of competition, it is hardly sur-
prising that a winning horse became a highly prized
possession.

The intersociety races were run to set rules and
procedures:

The challenge generally was issued early in the morn-
ing. Later that day the leader of the challenged society
called a meeting of its members. They chose a delega-
tion to visit the leader of the challenging society in
his lodge. At this meeting between leaders of the two
societies there generally was a great deal of joking and
bantering back and forth before they settled down to
the business of discussing plans for the race. Then they
decided upon the location and distance of the course,
time of the race, the horses to be run, and the starters
and judges.

Intersociety races were almost always match races,
one horse entered by each society... The course usually
was a fairly level stretch of plain near the encampment,
permitting the running of the race on a straightway.
However, occasions were remembered when no
straight course was convenient to the camp, in which
case the race was run from the starting point around
a low distant hill and back to the starting point again.
In that case two judges, one man from each competing
society, were stationed on top of the hill to see that
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neither jockey took an unfair advantage of the other
while rounding the hill out of sight of the crowd at the
start and finish mark. The distance to be run always
was measured by eye. The most frequently mentioned
straightway distance was "about as far as you could
barely see a horse on the open plain". Some courses
were longer. Races were recalled in which the horses
at the starting point could be seen from the finish only
through a spy glass. Generally the distance was from
2 to 4 miles, very rarely shorter.

The competing jockeys were usually young men or
boys related to the owner of the horse. They rode
bareback with only a bridle and a whip to control
the horse. Shortly before the race, the competing
horses were viewed by the crowd of onlookers who
assessed their merits and bet accordingly. Wagers
were often extravagant, and it was not uncommon
for a man to risk his entire possessions. Women usually
bet among themselves. The Indian preference for long
races reflects the importance they attached to endur-
ance rather than to speed in their war and hunting
horses.

The horse was as important to the Metis as it was
to the Indians, and not surprisingly the Metis soon
became equally as enthusiastic about horse racing.
This enthusiasm in turn affected the early European
settlers at Red River for until, and even after, the
attainment of provincial status the horse retained its
dominant importance in the economy of the settle-
ment.
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This was fully appreciated by such men as Governor
Simpson, who in 1831 established an experimental
farm. The farm, though a failure in many ways, did
have some success in breeding a finer quality of horse.
Much of this success stemmed from the introduction
of the stallion Fireaway which one eyewitness described
as "a splendid bright bay, sixteen hands high, very
solidly built, and of faultless shape".

Alexander Ross, the most notable contemporary
historian in Red River, commented at some length
on the quality of horses in the settlement:

Horses, the only staple article in the colony, always
meet with a ready market and good price. While buf-
falo-hunting continues, they must always be in request.
For improving the breed, old Fire-away, noticed
already, was invaluable. Indeed, the only good breed
of horses we have ever had in the colony, were the cross
breed of that noble animal. They were excellent
draught horses, good for the saddle, and highly prized
for docility and enduring fatigue. Full-grown animals
of this class sell for 25 £. sterling; country nags half
the price. The value of first-rate buffalo-hunters is,
of course, regulated by caprice. As to bottom, shape,
and power, no horse, either before or after, has stood
so high in public estimation as Fire-away. Another
full-blooded stallion, however, came out from England,
a year or two ago, at a cost of 300 £., superior in size
and bone to his predecessor, but inferior in model and
action. From the scarcity of money among the people,
two guineas for the chance of a foal was regarded high;
yet, all things considered, it was certainly moderate...
We have had some fine horses from the States also,
but they were inferior to those we had from England;
nor did they stand the climate so well. The great ex-
pense attending the importation and keep of such
animals is a strong proof of the Company's anxiety to
improve the breed, and advance the colony.
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Nearly all the horses here, with the exceptions we
have noticed, are obtained from the Indians of the
plains; their appearance, generally speaking, is not
prepossessing; but they are better than they look. They
are hardy, easily kept up, and sure-footed. Few horses
could be better adapted for the cart and the saddle, and
none so good for the climate.

The importance of the horse in the life of the settle-
ment was similarly attested by enactments of the
Council of Assiniboia which laid down strict regula-
tions concerning horse theft. In 1841, for example,
the Council ruled that "taking another's horse from
the open plain, to ride or drive, made the offender
liable to a fine of 20 shillings and the forfeiture of all
harness, whips, spurs and vehicles used with such horse
so taken. The taking of a horse from its owner's land
was deemed to be a theft..."

Most visitors to Red River commented, with varying
degrees of understanding and approbation, on the
pervasive interest in horses whether for work or recrea-
tion. Dr. Walter Cheadle, who accompanied Lord
Milton on a pleasure trip across western Canada in
1862 to 1863, was even forced to become involved
with his guides in the risky business of horse trading.
He recalled one occasion:

In evening, half breed brought Runner for Messiter
to look at—white legged, white faced, low shouldered,
low legged, stilting pony of 14 hands—has reputation
of first-rate runner. La Ronde says he is "tres bon"
for buffalo. Wants £30. Messiter after much bargain-
ing gives £27. Devilish little to look at for the money.
Large travelling saddle nearly hides him.
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The following day Cheadle added:

Went to the Fort after breakfast. Messiter already
there & purchased a horse for £30, having given £1 to
be off his bargain of last evening. The best-looking
animal we have seen & goes pretty freely, butLa Ronde
says he is no use after the first mile, being very short-
winded, & also keeps his flesh badly. Tried the horse
recommended to me by La Ronde, a strong looking
beast some 14.2, with one rather crooked foreleg, but
warranted sound & to go up to buffalo well & stand
fire; goes pretty well though rather sluggish; gave £20
for him & think I have a good bargain.

Within the settlement the leisure time use of horses
usually occurred in two ways: ostentatious driving of
quality horses and organized racing. Each of these
took place both in summer and in winter when the
river ice served as an ideal track.

Alexander Ross wrote with disapproval of what he
considered the inordinate love of showmanship by
many Metis who gloried in the ownership of a fine
horse and a gay carriole:

Possessed of these, the thriftless fellow's habitation
goes to ruin; he is never at home, but driving and
carioling in all places, and every opportunity; bluster-
ing and bantering every one he meets. The neighbor-
hood of the church on Sundays and holy days has all
the appearance of a fair; and whether arriving or re-
turning, the congregation is deafened by the clamour,
and shocked by the vagaries of these braggarts.

Ross, however, claimed that this propensity for
ostentation was by no means restricted to the Metis



II Before Confederation 7

but was equally indulged in by the English and Scots.
On these he commented:

The fine horse and gay cariole may be seen gliding over
the ice on the Sabbath morning, not going moderately,
much less in that solemn and devout manner befitting
the day or the occasion, but driving like Jehu of old,
contesting the honour of arriving first at church. On
such occasions they are not over civil either to strangers
or superiors, nor will they give the road to any one with
the easy and familiar politeness of a Frenchman. In-
deed, it is not uncommon for "young Scotland" to
enter the church whip in hand, and his tobacco-pipe
stuck up in his pocket. We hardly need say that it was
necessary to come to Red River to learn such practices.

With this pride in horses and horsemanship common
to all groups living within the settlement, it wasn't
long before organized racing began. Individual chal-
lenges would be given and accepted, and bets placed
accordingly.

John MacBeth, reminiscing in 1893 about the social
customs and amusements of the early days of the Red
River settlement, confirmed the popularity of horse
racing on May 24 and also on July 4. His comments
may, perhaps, betray a certain naivete about the
honesty of the races:

The 24th of May was always a great day in those old
Red River times. People would gather at Fort Carry
from Lake Winnipeg to Portage la Prairie and as far
up the Red River as Pembina and St. Joe across the
line. We had no military manoeuvres but horse racing
was the whole sport. We have on many occasions
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ridden races from the Fort down what is now Main
Street, but was then only a trail...

There was very keen competition in the different
events, and every race was run on its merits—the best
horse invariably winning the race. There was very little
gambling on the events and pool selling was unknown.
Neither was there any "jockeying," "pulling horses," or
"selling races." There was always much satisfaction
among those who took an interest in horse races to
know that, if their favorite did not win he was at least
fairly beaten.

We knew nothing about Dominion Day, but I can
well remember that when the 4th of July was celebrated
by our American friends, then resident in Winnipeg,
the proper salute was fired and the day generally ob-
served with horse racing and other sports.

Then also, with the publication of the settlement's
first newspaper, The Nor'-Wester, in 1859, there was
a convenient means of reporting on past events and
announcing future events. In 1860, for example, this
newspaper reported:

. . . on New Year's Day the post office and stores had
closed for a short time while the postmaster, with a bet
of some pounds on his little Canadian mare Pussy,
raced her on the frozen river against a fast French steed
called Nowhere. The horses were bedecked with ro-
settes and ribbons, the enthusiastic crowd milled along
the course and cheered, and the postmaster's little nag,
a stylish beast trained in Detroit, won.

Another race, somewhat grandly termed the 'Spring
Meeting', took place in May of the same year:

A race was got up on the Queen's Birthday, on the
reserve below Fort Carry, between Mr. McDermot's
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black horse and Mr. Rowand's bay mare, for £10—
half-a-mile heat. The black won, and was challenged
again for £15. The offer was accepted, and Wednesday
next was named, but not finally fixed upon, as the day
of the race. Numerous cavaliers were present, and
shewed their keen relish for this truly national sport
by putting their horses over the same ground, in order
to prove their superior speed and mettle.

The return match did not apparently come off as
planned, for the newspaper later reported:

On Wednesday, the 30th ult., there was a trial of speed
on the race-course near Fort Garry, though not the
trial which we mentioned in our last as likely to come
off. Mr. Rowand's mare which was engaged to run
with Mr. M'Dermot's black horse on this occasion,
was unable to take the field, through a temporary
lameness. In her absence, a match was run by M.
Delorme's buffalo-runner "Blond" and Mr. M'Der-
mot's "Black" — a mile heat. "Blond" won easily, and
seemed to warrant the high-sounding flourish of his
owner, that he was "le meilleur coureur dans le pays."
The amount staked was only £2 a-side.

RED RIVER
SPRING MEETING, 1861.

OH T H E 2 4 r H O F M A Y N E X T
T H E R E WIl.li BS

A RACE AT UPPER FORT CARRY"
FOR A SVfEEPSTAKES OF 10s. EACH,

OPEN TO AU. RED RIVER-BRED HORSES.r .
«iy bu n»t Lo to u«d«r T«a

All Hor>ej i
p«id to A. 0. B B.

in t*t*' of unf.

,<lc(l to rua to l>« eot«re<t,-*nd mon»y
niUt^Dt, E»j'. b«for« U)» 15th •!' Mi>
iv«r*bl« weather, Uio Stowafdj b^ve

To Start at'l p jjr.
JTEW1RD3:

A. C. B. BANKATrwE, E«|, HswA.md.n.
KENRr M A C P E R M O T f , Es«, Sturgeoa Cr«et,
W I L L I A M ' I N K S T E R , |j« , St. J»hn'« «
E D W A K O W H V T E RC B'flw, Fort Q«rt^.

Announcement of the Red River Spring Meeting, 1861
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By the following year, however, horse racing had
progressed beyond the individual challenge race to a
more formal meeting with established rules on entries
and betting clearly announced in advance, and with
stewards appointed from among the leading citizens
to oversee the proceedings. The proposed 'Spring
Meeting, 1861' did not take place as planned, however,
as: "The flood had rendered the race course unfit for
the purpose. The stewards are undecided as to whether
they shall appoint another day this season or postpone
it till the same anniversary next year."

By the last decade of the settlement at Red River,
then, horse racing was well established. It was popular
among all groups of the population, it appealed equally
to the wealthy and to the poor, it was essentially local
in character, and it was gradually being brought under
some accepted and more formal rules.

In essence, horse racing at Red River differed little
from horse racing elsewhere at that time except in the
quality of the horses and the degree of centralized
control. It was certainly the 'sport of the people' and
probably did something at least to bring together the
various groups in the population of the settlement.
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he attainment of provincial status in 1870 did not
result in any immediate or far-reaching change in the
recreational activities of the people. The horse retained
its importance in both the urban and rural life in the
new province, and the enthusiastic public support of
horse racing continued. The establishment of a provin-
cial government, however, along with the incorpora-
tion of the city of Winnipeg, provided a framework
within which racing could later be brought under
increasing supervision and control.

As time passed, the sport developed both in Win-
nipeg and in the smaller towns throughout the farming
areas of the province. Initially this development was
remarkably similar in essential characteristics; but later
the population disparity between Winnipeg and other
towns was reflected both • in the quality of racing
facilities and in the degree of formal organization of
the sport.

With the long standing traditions of the Red River
settlement, it was entirely appropriate that the Domin-
ion Day celebrations in 1871 included horse racing
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among the various activities. The official announce-
ment declared:

1871 DOMINION DAY 1871
Grand Celebration

The Anniversary of the Dominion of Canada will be
celebrated in

THE TOWN OF WINNIPEG
on Saturday, July 1st., 1871

By horse races, trotting matches, running matches,
foot races, standing jumps, running jumps, high leap,
sack and blindfold race, climbing the greasy pole,
quoits, a cricket match, football, putting the stone,
throwing the sledge, etc., $500.00 of PRIZES will be
distributed.

Thus, though horse racing may have been popular
at this early date in the history of the province, it was
frequently viewed as just another amusement to be
intermixed with others on a fair day rather than as a
distinct sport.

Moreover, the tradition of informal challenge races
continued. In the early 1870's, for example, Charles
Graham, who owned a livery stable, used to rent out
his fast horses on Saturday afternoons for races on
Main Street, "provided the drivers kept away from the
junction of Portage Avenue." And in 1877 Alexander
Begg reported that "A great trotting race under the
direction of Messrs. Alloway & Nevins came off on the
ice of Red River on the 30th of January, when Kittson's
Manitoba Girl took three consecutive heats, and left
four other of the local pacers to fight for second
money."
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This rather informal popular attitude to the sport
continued for many years, and horse racing began to
develop in a more formal manner only when specific
clubs were set up to stimulate interest and to regulate
the race meetings. To some extent, at least, this tend-
ency was encouraged by that section of the Winnipeg
city charter in 1873 which specifically gave the city
council the power to pass by-laws "for preventing or
regulating horse-racing".

From this time, race meetings were being held regu-
larly at several tracks across the city; and already by
1874 a newspaper reporter, standing high in the old
Court House building, could observe:

The view of Fort Carry to the south-east is somewhat
interrupted by the intervening buildings. About a mile
due west from our point of observation is the Winnipeg
Race Course, and well enclosed with a substantial
wooden fence. The Turf, it will be seen, has already
been attended to by the Winnipeggers, and is now as
much of an institution as the Carleton or Mutch-
moore's Park.

Another writer also remarked in 1877 that "Winnipeg
can boast of one of the finest driving parks in the
North-West, with its stands for judges and spectators."

Another early track was Buffalo Park in the Deer
Lodge area. Already in operation by 1877, it was estab-
lished by James McKay who was a prosperous Metis
member of the Provincial Legislature and a fascinating
character whom Lady Dufferin describes as having
been "a mighty hunter in his day, but as he now weighs
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320 Ibs., he leads a quieter though still a very active
life. He has a pleasant face, and is very cheery, and a
thorough 'good fellow', but so enormous!" This park
continued to be a popular centre for horse racing for
several years and attracted as judges men of the calibre
of J. W. Harris, the sports-minded surveyor and later
city assessor who also introduced baseball to Winnipeg.

Shortly afterwards, Alexander McMicken in 1879
opened a track, known as the Broadway track, on the
site of the present Memorial Park.

A souvenir booklet issued by the city of Winnipeg
in 1901 directed the reader west to where "a great
mushroom-like building spreads itself out over the
prairie and demands identification. It is the grand stand
of Canada's Great Western Exposition with a seating
capacity of over 12,000 people." This was formally
opened in 1891 and remained for several years the
focal point of horse racing with regular summer meet-
ings with purses which, though comparatively small,
attracted some American entries.

Two other popular racing spots were River Park and
Fort Carry Park. River Park opened in 1892 and
provided a wide and ever growing variety of entertain-
ment which included horse racing in both summer and
winter. Fort Garry Park, on the old Hudson's Bay
Company flats north of the former Upper Fort Garry,
opened in 1894 and also offered a variety of sports
including horse races. One race even pitted a horse
against a man on a bicycle. The man apparently won!
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Within the next few years, yet another well-appointed
race track was established. As early as 1899 R. J. and
Alex Mackenzie, sons of the president of the Canadian
Northern Railway, had begun plans for a race track
north of Sturgeon Creek. They named it Kirkfield
Park, after their birthplace of Kirkfield, Ontario.
This was intended for use by the Manitoba Jockey
Club of which R.J. was an early president. Little
expense was spared as the two years of construction
involved the bringing of trainloads of soil from Ken-
tucky and the erection of magnificent stables for 100
horses.

A racing commentator wrote in 1909 of the Kirkfield
enterprise:

The Kirkfield stable, though not for many years estab-
lished, sprang into prominence very early in its history.
The Mackenzie Brothers, its owners, were lavish in
their expenditure for good horses, with the result that
many important races were speedily placed to their
credit. The lamented death of Mr. Alex. Mackenzie
it was feared might disrupt the stable, but a year later
the older brother, Mr. "Rod" Mackenzie, of Winnipeg,
one of the best known horsemen in the western country
and one of the pluckiest buyers that ever visited a sales-
ring, decided to re-enter the game, and is gradually
getting together a string of high-class horses.

It seems, however, that in 1907 the race track was
partially leased to the Manitoba Automobile Racing
Association and that for several years the magnificent
track was used for horse racing in the summer and
motor racing in the fall.
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In 1912 Mackenzie offered to sell the site to the city
which was at this time seeking a new location for the
Winnipeg Industrial Exhibition and was considering
the purchase of some land in Kildonan. Then, as now,
deliberations of the city council tended to be viewed
with considerable scepticism by the general public.
One citizen wrote to the Telegram:

The question of a new site for the Winnipeg Indus-
trial exhibition will come before the ratepayers on
Friday next, and it appears only fair that the citizens
should be fully aware of what they are doing before
they place themselves on record as favoring the selec-
tion of the proposed site at a cost of $350,000.00.

It will be remembered that R. J. Mackenzie offered
the city the Kirkfield Park site for $200,000 for 200
acres, or $150,000 less than the price that would have
to be paid for about 80 acres, the Kildonan site, and if
the fact that the finest race course on the American
continent is already in existence at Kirkfield Park
and was built at a cost of $110,000, the city was prac-
tically offered this site for less than $100,000.

The writer also pointed out that the Kildonan site
would not be big enough for a track greater than half
a mile, and that as all modern tracks were one-mile
circuits, it would mean that Winnipeg would still have
to be content with only second class horse races as
"no owner will bring his string away from the one-mile
track circuits and have to bear the loss of time and
expense in training his horses to run a half mile circuit
and afterwards re-train them for the mile tracks in
existence in the States..." The writer's last complaint
was that the Kildonan site lacked space for aviation,
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automobile and motorcycle events which were, appar-
ently, deemed necessary to draw a large crowd. Despite
these arguments the by-law favoring Kildonan was
passed by a substantial margin of votes.

The first group organized specifically to promote
horse racing on a more formal basis was the Manitoba
Turf Club which sought incorporation in 1881 for
"procuring and maintaining a driving and race course
somewhere convenient to the City of Winnipeg." This
club remained the only significant organization of its
kind for many years, and a writer in 1898 was able to
comment:

The Manitoba Turf Club is one of the oldest sporting
organizations of the west. It has held annual meetings
for many years, at which generous purses were offered
for trotting and running events, and has established
a splendid record as a promoter and encourager of
horse breeding.

Just prior to the beginning of the First World War
in 1914 the Manitoba Jockey Club, which had been
active in association with R. J. Mackenzie since 1899,
was formally incorporated. It was empowered "to
establish, maintain and carry on horse-racing, the
holding of race meetings, and the business of a jockey
club in all its branches, at or in the vicinity of the said
City of Winnipeg, or elsewhere in the said Province of
Manitoba, and generally the establishment of racing,
the holding of meetings, and general recreation con-
nected with sport."
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The petition for incorporation included the names
of some of the most prominent citizens in the province,
headed by the Lieutenant-Governor Sir Douglas Colin
Cameron. But although in some ways it may have been
intended as a replication of the powerful Jockey Club
in Britain, the Manitoba Jockey Club, like the Mani-
toba Turf Club before it, received no general control
over horse racing. It could organize and control its
own meetings, but had no authority whatsoever over
other meetings in the province.

In fact, despite the formation of such bodies as the
Manitoba Turf Club and the Manitoba Jockey Club,
horse racing in the province remained essentially un-
organized and uncontrolled. While the city of Win-
nipeg boasted several well kept tracks, these tracks
by no means monopolized racing. Races continued to

Horse racing on the river ice
Courtesy Provincial Archives of Manitoba
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be run in both summer and winter whenever a chal-
lenge was accepted and a suitable track could be found.
Running and harness races were frequently inter-
mingled and no attention was paid to pedigree even
though many fine horses were imported.

By 1912 public enthusiasm for horse racing tempo-
rarily declined in Winnipeg. Some interest was kept
alive by ice racing during the winters at the Louise
Bridge, the Norwood Bridge and on the Red River
between River and Elm Parks.

Enthusiasm for horse racing was consistently evident
in the rural parts of Manitoba where the horse long
remained a dominant feature of the economy.

In 1872 the Legislature passed an act providing for
the establishment of agricultural and arboricultural
societies throughout the province. The purpose of these
was clearly stated:

The object of these Societies will be to encourage Agri-
culture, in importing or procuring in any other manner
from wherever they can be procured, all new and im-
proved kinds of grains, seeds and animals; to award
prizes for the introduction and breeding of animals
of a better kind; for the introduction of grain and of
all sorts of vegetables; for excellence in agricultural
products or work; and generally to do everything that
can contribute towards the progress and advancement
of agriculture in the Province: and the funds of the said
Societies, raised by subscription of the members or by
public grants, cannot be used for other purposes.

This legislation was amended in the following year
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when a centralized body, known as "The Provincial
Agricultural and Industrial Society of Manitoba",
was formed to oversee the local societies.

The Acts of 1872 and 1873 contained no specific
mention of horse racing, but in practice, the annual
provincial and local agricultural fairs became the
natural occasions for racing. Racing was regularly
held at a number of rural centres such as Portage la
Prairie, Virden, Wawanesa, Glenboro, Carberry,
Neepawa and Minnedosa.

These fairs, of course, also tended to attract un-
desirable characters bent on fleecing the public, and
many became the scene of rowdy behaviour. This
prompted legislation in 1881 enabling the societies to
"appoint as many policemen or constables as may be
required, at the expense of such society" to protect
their property and "to eject all persons who may be
improperly within such grounds or buildings, or who
may behave in a disorderly manner, or otherwise vio-
late any of the rules or regulations of such society."
Furthermore, societies were given the authority to
"prohibit and prevent all kinds of gambling, theatrical,
circus or mountebank performances, and also regulate
and prevent the huckstering or trafficking in fruits,
goods, wares, or merchandize on the exhibition
grounds, or within three hundred yards thereof..."

The number of local agricultural societies increased
steadily, and 74 had been formed by 1920. The Farmers'
Institutes, first established in 1890 with a specific
educational purpose, later merged with the agricultural
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societies. This process was virtually complete by 1900.
After 1890 there was also a movement to form

associations to hold larger fairs and exhibitions than
those held by purely local societies. As a result, the
Winnipeg Industrial Exhibition opened in 1890 and

Courtesy Provincial Archives of Manitoba
Horse racing at Binscarth, c. 1895

held annual fairs until it was discontinued in 1915.
Larger fairs also took place annually at Portage la
Prairie, Killarney, Neepawa and Brandon. The
Brandon fair, incorporated in 1892 as the Western
Agricultural and Arts Association, later became
known as the Provincial Exhibition, while the others
gradually reverted to local status. In the province as
a whole the number of annual fairs increased gradually
to 55 by 1920.
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The Brandon fair soon attained considerable status,
and special excursion trains brought in the crowds. A
member of the Brandon association described some of
the amenities in 1898:

The grounds of the Society, embracing seventy-five
acres, are remarkably well adapted to the purpose of a
great exhibition, and in equipment, arrangement and
convenience of access have no superior in the province.
The buildings are of ample size and convenient arrange-
ment. There are commodious and convenient barns
and an ample supply of pure water for all livestock on
exhibition. The accommodations for speed and track
horses are unsurpassed for safety and convenience,
and are so pronounced by every horseman who has had
the pleasure of visiting them. The race track has been
re-surfaced and is a thing of beauty—full regulation
pattern—fenced, and is always kept in the best pos-
sible condition.

The Brandon fair continued to be the main attrac-
tion in western Manitoba, and, as was the custom,
offered a variety of entertainment. The Brandon Daily
Sun gave a vivid picture of the carnival nature of the
1901 fair:

Should there have been doubts in the mind of any
as to the success of Brandon's big fair, such fears
would now be completely dispelled after the favorable
result of the opening day proceedings. Usually the
opening day is of little interest to pleasure seekers, but
yesterday, the spectators were provided with amuse-
ment and sport of a varied and exciting nature. Some-
thing novel in the way of racing was witnessed in gym-
khana sports.

The first race of the day was the postillion, in which
there were six entries. In this race the contestants ride
one horse and lead another...
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The costume race was one that caused lots of amuse-
ment. The conditions of the event are that each rider
races to a sack where a costume is obtained, when the
garment is put on. Then mount and ride to the finish.
The costumes were fashioned after the latest New York
styles, and some of the riders found plenty of trouble
in trying to put on a ladies dress in a hurry. . .

Next in importance in the list of attractions comes
the chariot or team race, which takes place every after-
noon and evening. The furious speed of the high bred
runners attached to swerving sulkies as they came
tearing down the track in their close finishes is enough
to thrill anyone with excitement and make them be-
lieve that horse racing is a noble sport.

The fair also offered many other attractions which
included tumbling and contortion feats by two per-
formers who "should show a little more taste in their
costumes"; juggling and trapeze acts; and, most im-
pressive of all, an exhibition of horsemanship by a
detachment of the North West Mounted Police.

Harness racing at Brandon, 1900
Courtesy Provincial Archives uf Manitoba
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While the Brandon fair continued, as it does to this
day, to operate on a large scale and to retain its popu-
larity, many of the smaller agricultural fairs faced
recurrent problems of attendance. Some of these
problems, and particularly the problem qf undesirable
attractions at the fairs, were fully discussed at the
Agricultural Societies Convention at Winnipeg in
1908. The Nor-West Farmer reported:

J. J. Golden, Deputy Minister of Agriculture, in ad-
dressing the convention on the above subject, said that
it was a very vexed problem. The Agricultural Soci-
eties Act sets forth distinctly that the fairs shall be
strictly agricultural... The attractions at the shows
should be of an educational nature, but the speaker
had seen at many fairs side shows, obscenities and
immoralities that would not be countenanced in any
other place... The "side show" features of the agri-
cultural fairs are nothing but fakes, pure and simple...
Another feature, he said, is the professional horse
racing. It is a very delicate subject because there are
lots of men and money interested in it. It is also largely
a fake because it is sometimes arranged who shall win
before the race is run. Farmers' racing is a good thing
and he did not think there was anything wrong or
harmful about it. There is no combine and it is some-
thing that will create excitement. The professional
racing does not do this. There are also many gambling
devices at some places, so completely hedged about
that they do not appear to be such. These objectionable
features should be discountenanced not only by the
boards of directors but the people should demand
absolutely that such things should not be allowed. In
conclusion Mr. Golden said it was not a question sus-
ceptible to long talks. The people's actions counted
for much more than the talk.

If, as can be assumed, Mr. Golden's comments
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gave a true picture of many agricultural fairs, it is
obvious that horse racing, especially in the rural areas
of the province, had not yet achieved respectability
even if it enjoyed some fairly widespread popularity.

The picture of horse racing that emerges by 1920 is
a varied and somewhat confused one. In both city and
country it was certainly a popular recreation and, as
such, it soon became a target for the provincial tax
man. In 1918 the Amusements Taxation Act provided
that "a tax of fifty cents shall be paid by every person
attending boxing bouts or contests or any professional
race meetings, and for each attendance thereat," race
meetings being defined as "trotting, pacing, running
or mixed trotting, pacing or running races for horses."

It was still certainly to some extent 'the sport of
kings', and it therefore seemed entirely appropriate
that visiting royalty or their representatives should
be entertained at the races. Thus as early as 1877 Lady
Dufferin, accompanying the Governor-General on a
visit to Winnipeg, recorded in her diary:

There were races to-day at Buffalo Park. What we
most enjoyed seeing was a man lassoing a wild cow.
He rode beautifully, and sent the lasso round her
horns. After holding her thus, and riding about a little,
he laid her gently over on her side, unable to get up.
Three buffaloes were on the field in a state of semi-
wildness. We were surprised to see how fast they could
run, and how well they could jump, for their big heads
do not give them a very active appearance.

While Lady Dufferin's interest may have been a little
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unorthodox, the Duke of Connaught who visited Win-
nipeg in 1912 and formally opened the Canadian
Industrial Exhibition also dutifully presented the
King's Plate to the winning owner of the first futurity
race.

The popularity of the sport among the general urban
populace was fairly widespread even if the ownership
of the better horses necessarily remained the preroga-
tive of the wealthy. In the rural areas the sport was by
nature mainly local for problems and costs of trans-
porting horses prevented its being anything else except
upon rare occasions. But even in Winnipeg the sport
still suffered from lack of organization and control.
Too often horse racing, whether running, pacing or
trotting, was part of a mixed recreational program
which lowered the sport's prestige and prevented its
attainment of the status and mystique traditionally
found in Europe and at the older race meetings in the
United States and eastern Canada.



3

The saga of F(J. Speers

D,uring the years of the First World War interest
in all forms of horse racing lagged although it was
never completely extinguished. It was, however, in a
confused state with little if any attention paid to the
quality of horse or to the accommodation of the racing
enthusiasts.

In the immediate post-war years the popularity of
harness racing was again well established, and already
by 1921 the Manitoba Free Press could report:

Racing on the Manitoba Agricultural Fair association
circuit promises to provide plenty of entertainment for
western horsemen and their friends throughout the
first part of the summer. Beginning with the Brandon
meeting today and following on with Winnipeg's three-
day fixture, June 23-25, the harness horses will go on to
Carman, Dauphin and Portage la Prairie, and then
back to Winnipeg again for the great summer meeting
to be held Thursday, Friday and Saturday, July 21, 22
and 23. The big meeting will be followed by that of
Brandon exhibition and that of Regina, thus providing
racing without a break until the first week in August.

The growth of interest in thoroughbred racing, on
the other hand, was a slow process which may be traced
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back to the sporting activities of a few livestock men
who were conducting business at the Union Stockyards
at St. Boniface in 1920. These men each owned a saddle
horse used around the yards for sorting and driving
cattle. As arguments inevitably arose on. the relative
merits of their horses, they soon began to arrange
matched races on the dirt road running through the old
Norwood golf course.

Interest in these contests became keener and rivalry
increased as some of the men acquired half-bred, three-
quarter-bred and, occasionally, thoroughbred horses.
The horses were walked or ridden from the stockyards
to River Park at the foot of Osborne Street, a distance
of about three and a half miles, and were 'warmed up'
by being ridden several times up and down the infield.
Some of these horses were equipped with stock saddles
weighing about 40 pounds, and they often carried a
rider weighing from 120 to 150 pounds.

These owners formed the Hoof and Horn Club and
regularly organized race meetings on Saturdays at
River Park after the closure, during the war years, of
the old exhibition grounds. The main feature race at
these meetings was popularly known at the time as the
'Stock Yard Derby', and was generally a match race
over a half-mile track with a large side-bet as an added
inducement.

Initially the races were loosely organized with no
attention paid to pedigree and with running and har-
ness racing sharing the program, but they soon at-
tracted more than local interest as livestock men in St.
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Paul challenged the men from St. Boniface and both
sides brought in the occasional thoroughbred.

In 1921 the Winnipeg Driving Club, formed original-
ly in 1905 as the Winnipeg Amateur Driving Club,
received a charter of incorporation. Although one of
its aims was "to promote the breeding of standard and
thoroughbred horses in Manitoba and Western Can-
ada", its other interests were so extensive as to be value-
less for the encouragement of horse racing. It was
empowered, for example, "to conduct, hold and
promote race meetings and athletic sports, matches of
all kinds, agricultural, horse, automobile, aeroplane,
flower and other shows, exhibitions and expositions"
and "to carry on generally the business of furnishing
amusements to the public..." It need hardly be said
that such an organization would not necessarily be a
significant factor in the improvement of horse racing,
although in the hands of dedicated horsemen it could
eventually become so.

The Winnipeg Driving Club in practice took over
the loosely organized racing at River Park and helped
gradually to encourage further spectator interest by
holding three-day meetings for harness and running
races in late June and again in late July. These meetings
sometimes attracted nearly a hundred horses, many of
which were brought to Winnipeg from Ontario, western
Canada and the United States at the conclusion of
the western Canadian fairs.

The first officially organized meeting was a three-day
event in June 1921, which was formally opened by
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Premier Norris and Mayor Parnell of Winnipeg, both
of whom were members of the Winnipeg Driving Club.
The Manitoba Free Press reported a successful event:

Though there were no outstanding results to. the affair,
the races were hard fought with spirited finishes to
many of the heats which served to keep the fair sized
attendance on edge most of the way.

In some ways the meet was more successful than antici-
pated, for the newspaper also reported:

Seldom, if ever, has a greater number of horses been
entered in the numerous events calendared for the
three-day meet. Accommodation in the paddocks of
the track was not sufficient to handle the horses entered
early this month, and forty additional paddocks were
provided. This extra accommodation at the last minute
failed to provide shelter for them all, and a barn had to
be leased from the Winnipeg Electric Railway Com-
pany.

Public interest was further stimulated by the intro-
duction at this meet of the pari-mutuel system of
betting. The new system apparently presented some
initial problems. The race organizers had few available
funds and could not afford to buy complete sets of
mutuel tickets. They gathered in the smoking room
of the Empire Hotel which was then owned and oper-
ated by J. J. Walsh. He had one of the largest racing
stables on the Pacific coast. At this gathering they
solved their problem by hunting through packing cases
of old tickets, left when the Winnipeg Exhibition had
closed, until a sufficient number were found. Even
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then their troubles were far from over for they lacked
the experienced staff to operate the mutuel system.
Their first two days were financially disastrous, and
they eventually had to borrow $1000 from the Bank of
Nova Scotia to pay their employees. It seemed that
many of the public, long accustomed to wagering with
bookmakers, did not take kindly to the pari-mutuel
machines although to others they were objects of some
fascination and curiosity.

Despite these many difficulties, it was not long
before another attempt was made to stimulate further
interest and to improve the facilities and organization
of race tracks. In 1922 the Winnipeg Driving Club was
having difficulty in paying the $1200 rent to the Win-
nipeg Electric Company which owned River Park. At
this point, Robert James Speers came onto the scene.
He was to dominate horse racing in Manitoba for over
thirty years until his death in 1955.

Speers was born in 1882, the son of a blacksmith in
Peel county near Toronto. His early years were spent
around horses and he grew to love them. By the age of
nine he owned his own horse, and from this modest
beginning, he was on his way to become known eventu-
ally as "the guiding genius behind western Canadian
thoroughbred racing." At the age of eighteen he left
his home and headed for the prairies, apparently riding
part way to Battleford, Saskatchewan, on a bicycle
and with only a few cents in his pockets.

There he soon got his start by buying cattle and ship-
ping them to the Winnipeg stockyards, and this brought
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him into contact with the local horse racing group.
As he joined them, however, he made it abundantly
clear that he would enter racing only if the crooks,
bookies and touts were cleared out. He brought with
him a reputation for honest dealing; and, as a race
track operator, he soon cleaned house and gave local
racing a much needed impetus. The need for honesty
and for house cleaning is amply attested by James
Gray's description of horse racing in the 1920s when it
was dominated by swindlers and characterized by
wholesale cheating and the widespread abuse of stimu-
lant drugs.

Early in 1922 Speers joined with Thomas Sumner
and William Halpenny and took over a three-year lease
of River Park. He quickly realized that if thoroughbred
racing were to progress, facilities would have to be
vastly improved and long-range plans made.

The first Winnipeg race meeting devoted entirely
to runners took place on June 17, 1922, under the
supervision of the Winnipeg Driving Club. The com-
peting horses were not all thoroughbreds as, in order
to fill up some of the events, it was necessary to enter
a few of Winnipeg's fastest standardbred saddle horses.

By this time interest in thoroughbred racing had
increased, and Speers was determined to develop it
further by pressing ahead with regular meetings and
improved facilities. He improved the operation of the
pari-mutuel betting system and thereby drove out the
numerous bookies who had previously done thriving
business both at the race tracks and at scattered loca-
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tions around the business district. He brought in honest
and competent men to operate the pari-mutuel ma-
chines and to take charge of finances. There were, of
course, at that time no electronic tote boards which are
found today at most tracks. Mutuel tickets were sold
at various counters, and after the opening day of the
meet the Manitoba Free Press reported that "the
mutuels did a thriving business with $47,000 going over
the counter. There was very little gambling as the big
majority of fans preferred to play the machines."

At this meeting purses ranged from $300 to $500; and
at a later meeting it was announced that "Thursday,
August 10th. has been designated by the management
as Ladies Day and all ladies are invited to come to
River Park to enjoy the racing and will enter the
grounds free of charge." Thus began the pleasant tradi-
tion of a ladies' day at the races, a tradition which is
still maintained today.

The overall success of the first meeting was aptly
stated by an official of the Winnipeg Driving Club:

The allure of flat racing has been clearly established;
the attendance was most satisfactory and the success of
this first day means that flat racing is here to stay. It is
bound to expand and could easily become a great
tourist attraction for this area.

These were prophetic words, although some years
would pass before they were fully realized.

The sport had now reached a stage where Speers



34 Off and running

Whittier Park in the 1930's
Courtesy Winnipeg Free Press

Whittier Park in the 1930's
Courtesy Winnipeg Free Press
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believed that the people of Winnipeg were becoming
more race-minded and were enjoying the entertain-
ment provided for them. Accordingly, at the con-
clusion of the 1923 season, he began plans to build
another race track which could provide enthusiasts with
a further fourteen days of racing during the year.

The Manitoba Jockey Club, originally incorporated
in 1914, was reorganized under the leadership of Speers
who immediately began construction of Whittier Park
in St. Boniface. The contractor was A. Gus Creelman
who had previously worked on construction of parts
of the Welland Canal. It was also Creelman who sug-
gested the name of Whittier Park after the American
poet whose 'The Red River Voyageur' was one of
Speers' favourite poems.

The difficulties encountered in the building of Whit-
tier Park soon brought out Speers' initiative. He failed
to get a much needed loan because of the opposition of
two prominent and conservative members of the Jockey
Club, Sir Augustus Nanton and W. F. Alloway, who
had been convinced by a Toronto operator that a new
track at Winnipeg was not economically feasible.
Speers, however, went ahead with his plans despite
their disapproval. His financial problem reached a
climax one morning when Creelman announced that
he had to meet a $10,000 payroll by noon. Speers per-
suaded Creelman to put his men on overtime and
promised the money for 3:30 p.m.:

We were racing at River Park at the time and I got
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some cars and taxis ready at the back of the mutuel
department. As fast as the money came in the wicket,
we counted it, and shipped it out to Whittier through
the back door. We made it by 3.30—all small bills and
change.

Whittier Park, first built at a cost of $150,000 as a
four-furlong track and later extended to five furlongs,
opened for racing on June 24,1924, under the direction
of the recently reorganized Manitoba Jockey Club.
Sir James Aikins, the Lieutenant-Governor of Mani-
toba, performed the opening ceremony and the official
party included Premier Bracken along with other
provincial and municipal dignitaries. On this occasion
Sir James received a handsomely decorated and suit-
ably inscribed scroll from W. K. Allan and R. J. Speers,
the president and manager respectively of the Mani-
toba Jockey Club. The citation read:

Everybody in Winnipeg and in Manitoba who is inter-
ested in outdoor sports and realizes their value and
importance recognizes the notable character of this
occasion, when the members of the Manitoba Jockey
Club are given the privilege and the honour of hav-
ing you formally declare Whittier Park open. Your
presence on this occasion testifies to the interest which
ever since your first coming to Manitoba you have
manifested unfailingly in horsemanship and in all
other outdoor sports.

Love of horses is an outstanding Western character-
istic; and you, Sir, in this respect as in all others, have
given consistent proof that you are a true Westerner.

"There is no finer sight," wrote Lord Herbert of
Cherburg, "than a fine man on a fine horse". This fine
saying of a man who was a notable figure in the Eng-
land of Queen Elizabeth is one which has had its truth
illustrated many times in Western Canada.
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Every well-wisher of the West hopes that in the
future it will find itself illustrated with increasing fre-
quency, and that the breed of Western horses will keep
pace with the breed of Western men. Horses are im-
portant in the body politic. You yourself, Sir, in your
vigor mental and physical, can testify to the truth of
the words of a great physician that "there is nothing
so good for the inside of a man as the outside of a
horse."

In addition to horsemanship, in racing and in Polo,
many other sports will find place in Whittier Park. It is
thus fitting and appropriate that you, both in your
official character as the holder of the place of highest
authority and honour in our Province, as well as in
your private character as a citizen always interested in
beneficial sports and recreations should formally de-
clare Whittier Park open for the purposes to which it
is dedicated.

The Manitoba Free Press immediately reported
favourably on the new track:

The Manitoba Jockey Club has reason to be proud
of its new plant. It is complete in every detail and be-
sides being up-to-the-minute for utilitarian purposes,
it is prettily laid out and the six thousand spectators
were loud in their expressions of approval.
The track itself is all that could be desired, the wide
turns and stretches doing away with the crowding and
in consequence fields composed of as many as twelve
horses were sent away without difficulty. . . The start-
ing chutes for the five furlong and seven furlong events
made a decided hit with the crowd.

1

i It was on the opening day at Whittier Park that
• Speers again demonstrated beyond question his deter-

mination to keep racing honest. A flood of touts came
from Chicago eager to make a killing in this virgin
territory. Speers was worried because he remembered
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how the reputation of racing in Winnipeg had previ-
ously suffered through its association with unsavoury
characters. He therefore called the police to chase them
off the track. He later recalled:

Next day they sent a delegation to see me. They wanted
one day to make get-away money. I don't know why,
but I told them I'd rather give them train fare to Chi-
cago than have them on my track. They left, but one
of them came back, wanting to know if I was serious
about my offer. I told him yes, had a ticket and berth
bought and handed it to him at the station that night.

Some years later, Speers was at Sunshine Park in
Florida when it opened, and the touts were there in
force. Walking to the paddock with the presiding
steward, it was evident that he was being fingered. He
recalled:

The steward was worried, and told me to sit in the
stands while he had detectives check the man. Awhile
later, I was paged to the judges' stand and greeted by
puzzled officials. They wanted to know if I'd paid get-
away money for a tout to get to Chicago from Win-
nipeg. I recalled the incident, and they told me I had
nothing to worry about—I was famous among the
touts and their hero.

The great success of the inaugural race meeting at
Whittier Park seemed to justify Speers' attempts to
provide interesting and honest programmes, and it also
stimulated more local horse owners to develop quality
and costly thoroughbred studfarms, such as Frank
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Shea's famous Green Brier Stable. This encourage-
ment caused Speers to open yet another track in the
following year. The conveniently located Polo Park
had a six-furlong track and was considered one of the
finest in western Canada.

The opening meeting at Polo Park was a great suc-
cess with an average daily attendance of 4,000 and a
first day attendance of 8,000 which set a new Winnipeg
record. It must also be remembered that this attendance
was attracted despite the fact that racing was also
taking place simultaneously at Whittier Park. Accord-
ing to the reporter of the Manitoba Free Press, the
meeting was notable for the lack of accidents through-
out the week's running, and the "sport as a whole was
the cleanest ever experienced in the city."

The potential value of Polo Park to the provincial
coffers through admission taxes and the newly insti-
tuted tax on pari-mutuel betting was soon recognized,
as was its importance to the tourist industry. It was
widely advertised throughout the United States as
"America's finest racing plant." In the 1925 racing
season all three tracks were used, but in the following
year, when its lease expired, River Park was abandoned
in favour of the other tracks which were better equipped.

Speers still thought that thoroughbred racing needed
even firmer organization and control. When racing
commenced in the fall of 1925, Speers appointed as
presiding steward George Schilling of San Francisco.
Schilling had already had considerable experience at
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Polo Park, 1950
Courtesy Provincial Archives of Manitoba

Polo Park, 1950
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race meetings in California and Mexico. He had intro-
duced many new features, including the practice of
calling the races over a public address system. Schilling,
a fair but firm man, stayed with Speers for over thirty
years and shared with him the credit for raising thor-
oughbred racing to a high level in western Canada.

But other steps were also taken to improve the
quality and control of thoroughbred racing. In 1923
the provincial government amended the Public Amuse-
ment Act to require licenses for every place of amuse-
ment, now defined as including "circus, menagerie,
midway, carnival show, grand stand, race track, race
course or pari-mutuel machine."

By 1925 Speers was convinced that 42 days was too
much racing for a city of Winnipeg's size at that time.
He therefore approached the provincial government
and sought some controlling legislation. This touched
off a series of stormy debates in which opponents of
racing demanded its total banning.

The same year Attorney-General R. W. Craig an-
nounced the government's intention to control horse
racing and explained that the government was deter-
mined that the number of race tracks in Manitoba
should not be allowed to increase to the point where
horse racing would "cease to be a sport and become
commercialized." The proposed legislation was bitterly
opposed by the Winnipeg Driving Club whose lease of
River Park had recently expired and whose desire to
use the existing facilities at Kirkfield Park would be
largely thwarted by the provisions of the bill. As has
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been indicated, the proposed legislation was also
opposed by members who were generally opposed to
all racing. The Tribune reported at length on the speech
of W. D. Bayley, the legislative member for Assiniboia:

During the races last fall, in his constituency, Mr.
Bayley said, children were betting, business was para-
lyzed; it was a fact that during the time Polo Park was
running practically no one paid grocery or meat bills;
insurance agents threw up their hands and quit. Mr.
Bayley instanced cases of distress, petty theft, breach
of trust, due to betting...
The history of racing in Ontario was bound to be re-
peated in Manitoba; the more or less respectable citi-
zens who fostered the game would be brought out by
race-track thugs who had been chased out of the States,
and Winnipeg would be a mecca for the off-scourings
of the States—thieves and other disreputable charac-
ters.

Few members were moved by Bayley's dismal predic-
tions, however, and he was neatly answered by another
member:

J. Kensington Downes, Winnipeg, said he could see no
reason for the great excitement brought about by the
introduction of this bill, nor for delivery of passionate
speeches about it in the House. Gambling was entirely
under the control of the Dominion government; it was
no crime to place a bet, and in his opinion it was no sin,
either. He was an optimist; when he opened an oyster
he expected to find a pearl; when the member for
Assiniboia opened one he expected to contract pto-
maine poisoning.

The legislation was finally passed as the Horse Rac-
ing Regulation Act. This asserted provincial govern-
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ment control over horse racing generally, and stipulated
that:

(1) In any city, town, village or rural municipality,
horse race meetings or horse racing may be held
at one but not more than one race-course or track
in each calendar year.

(2) No horse race meeting or horse racing shall be for
a longer period than three consecutive days, Sun-
days excluded, except in a city of more than ten
thousand population, according to the last decen-
nial or other census taken under the authority of
an Act of the Parliament of Canada.

(3) No horse race meeting or horse racing shall be
opened or conducted upon any race-course or
track within six days of the conclusion of another
horse race meeting or horse racing upon such
race-course or track.

These prohibitions did not apply, however, to "any
horse race meeting or horse racing held or conducted
by any agricultural society... at any fair or exhibition
held by any such society", nor did they apply to "any
race meetings at which there are trotting or pacing
races exclusively."

Probably a more effective step towards the improve-
ment of thoroughbred racing was the formation early
in 1926 of the Prairie Thoroughbred Breeders and
Racing Association. This Association, with head-
quarters in Winnipeg, consisted of one Thoroughbred
Breeders Association from each province in Canada,
organizations running Class 'A' exhibitions, and
"Jockey Clubs and Racing Associations actually and
legally in possession of plants and able to carry out
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successful race meetings to the satisfaction of the
Board of Directors of the Association." The Associa-
tion had jurisdiction over "such Jockey Clubs, Exhibi-
tions and Racing Associations in the Dominion of
Canada as place themselves under its government in
matters appertaining to racing rules and regulations."

The Association's ruling that no horse would be
allowed to start at any meeting under its jurisdiction
unless it was a true thoroughbred and registered either
with the New York Jockey Club or with the Canadian
National Livestock Records in Ottawa effectively
ended racing between thoroughbreds and other horses,
although there were still many opportunities for the
other horses to race. This ruling, which took effect in
January 1927, still applies today.

The Prairie Thoroughbred Breeders and Racing
Association, organized by Speers, has effectively influ-
enced thoroughbred racing in western Canada since
that time. It also encouraged horse breeding in western
Canada by its stipulation that "at least one race each
day shall be offered for Western Canadian bred
horses", and by its rule requiring that in such races,
"five per cent of the purse shall be deducted... by each
Racing Association and remitted to the Prairie Thor-
oughbred Breeders and Racing Association for dis-
tribution to the breeder of the winner, or the importer
in utero, provided the breeder or importer is resident
in the Dominion of Canada at the time such premium
was won."

This new organization was exactly what was needed;
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and one keen observer aptly summarized the Associa-
tion's effectiveness:

As a result, racing has undergone a vast change for the
better, to such an extent that an appreciative public
now regards racing as the major sporting event.. . The
association has been conspicuously successful in stim-
ulating interest in the breeding of light horses of all
classes..."

In Winnipeg, racing continued at both Whittier Park
and Polo Park until 1943 when Whittier Park was
closed because of transportation difficulties. Polo
Park, therefore, remained the only race track in regular
operation, but Speers was soon to realize that its loca-
tion was too valuable to hold exclusively for summer
racing. He therefore took an option on 200 acres in
the municipality of Assiniboia where he hoped to build
an even bigger and better race track. He meanwhile
sold an option on the Polo Park property to a group of
businessmen for construction of a shopping centre. In
the midst of these transactions, Speers died suddenly
in July 1955. When the option on the Polo Park prop-
erty was exercised at the close of the 1956 season, racing
in Winnipeg temporarily came to a halt.

The contributions of Speers to the development of
racing, and particularly thoroughbred racing, were
numerous and significant. Apart from his leadership
in the breeding of thoroughbreds, he did much to
popularize the sport by providing honest and inter-
esting race meetings. A shrewd businessman, whose
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R. James Speers
Courtesy Winnipeg Free Press
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only real failures were his attempts to promote racing
in Calgary's Chinook Park and in Montana, Speers
was always progressive and innovative in his approach.
He introduced to western Canada the new Mark
Cowell mechanical starting gate. He first used it at
Whittier Park in 1939 when the starter got seven fields
away in an elapsed time of eight minutes. This gate
gradually came into general use throughout North
America. In betting, he developed the pari-mutuel
system and introduced such novelties as the 'daily
double' and the 'quinella'; while in his constant attempt
to keep the sport honest, he initiated saliva tests and
the 'eye in the sky' camera patrol. He also founded
many new races.

The Manitoba Stakes, for western breds, was in-
augurated in 1930 and soon became the most important
racing event in western Canada. Among the thirteen
jockeys at the first running was the famous Johnny
Longden who later held a world record of more than
6,000 wins. The race was renamed the Manitoba Derby
in 1936 when it was opened to Canadian bred three-
year-olds, and again in 1941 when it became known as
the Canadian Derby. When Polo Park was demolished
in 1956, the Canadian Derby was transferred to Ed-
monton.

Honesty and innovation brought considerable
popular support, and it was a support found in all
strata of society. Apart from the wealthy owners and
those hoping for a quick win, there were many people
in all walks of life who were genuinely fascinated by the
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sport. These ranged from the city youngsters growing
up in relative poverty to staid middle class professional
men. Vince Leah and James Gray, both popular writers
who grew up in Winnipeg, have reminisced nostal-
gically about their early attraction for horses; but this
attraction was shared equally by men such as W. J.
Sisler, the famous Winnipeg teacher and school princi-
pal, whose 'age-long' desire to visit the Blue Grass
country of Kentucky was fulfilled in 1937. His written
account of his visit, at times almost religious in tone,
says much for the lure of racing. He concluded his
account with these comments:

This ends a brief summary of the most pleasant trip of
my life,—pleasant, interesting, educational, satisfying
and last but by no means least, inspiring. Travel is a
great educator. One half of the world knows little as to
how the other half lives. I think more favorably now of
thoroughbred breeding efforts in Manitoba than here-
tofore.

The spirit of devotion to horses and horse racing
is nowhere better portrayed than by Jim Coleman who
has recounted his madcap adventures with wonderful
verve in his book appropriately entitled A Hoofprint
On My Heart.

By 1955 horse racing had established both its popu-
larity and its reputation throughout Manitoba. While
thoroughbred racing was confined to Winnipeg, har-
ness racing was kept alive in many small Manitoba
towns with short meets at exhibitions and fairs. These
were conducted mainly under the guidance of the
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Canadian Trotting Association which, since 1939, has
governed harness racing in all provinces except the
Maritimes.

The growing interest in thoroughbred racing in Win-
nipeg came about through a combination of factors,
but the work of one man, R. J. Speers, was predom-
inant. A man of tremendous personal charm, Speers
thoroughly enjoyed every aspect of racing. He coun-
selled all who would listen that "every man who has
acquired a bit of money should have a hobby and a
worry—and he can have both if he owns a race horse."





4

Ponies and politics

he temporary halt to horse racing in Winnipeg,
occasioned by the demolition of the Polo Park track in
1956, did not last long although it appeared at first
that it might. As has been seen, at the time of his death
in 1955 Speers had already negotiated an option on
200 acres of land in the municipality of Assiniboia at
the junction of Portage Avenue and the perimeter high-
way.

Building the proposed new race track was an ex-
pensive undertaking, and the chances of raising the
necessary funds seemed bleak. The Financial Post, on
March 30, 1957, reported at length on the situation:

Shareholders of the Manitoba Jockey Club, operators
of racing in Manitoba for 35 years, have voted their
organization into voluntary liquidation, and thus
ended race meets in Winnipeg at least for 1957.
The decision to wind up its business was mainly be-
cause of the government's insistence to continue its
10% tax on pari-mutuel betting.
The club contended it couldn't profitably operate on
this basis, much less take the risk of the investment
required for new track facilities to take the place of
Polo Park which had been sold for commercial and
industrial purposes.
The provincial government thus loses about $500,000
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a year in revenue. Its actual take from 1956 betting
was $458,963 ... The Manitoba 10% tax on race track
betting is higher than Ontario's six percent and twice as
much as the 5% tax in Saskatchewan and Alberta. In
negotiations with the government it was suggested that
if the province insisted on a 10% tax it might rebate half
of it to the operators and allow racing tp continue.
The government refused.
Said Provincial Treasurer Charles E. Greenlay: "I
don't think we want to be taxing the public and paying
a subsidy to race tracks."

When it was obvious that the representatives of the
Speers estate could not undertake the building of a new
track, J. C. Hardy came into the picture. Hardy was
a racing enthusiast who was instrumental in forming
the Assiniboia Turf Club and the Assiniboia Jockey
Club. He was also a successful businessman who head-
ed James Enterprises. Hardy bought the Speers prop-
erty and began construction, but with some financial
worries.

Negotiations, however, soon revealed a change of
heart by the government. Although there was appar-
ently a serious split in the government ranks, in March
1958, Provincial Treasurer Greenlay, in introducing
amendments to the Horse Racing Regulation Act to
permit more than three days of racing at the track,
announced a commitment by the government to buy
bonds to a maximum of $600,000 to ensure completion
of the $2,000,000 complex. At the same time, he pre-
sented bills to charter new racing organizations and to
renew existing charters.

The Financial Post again reported:
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"Time was of the very essence," he said. "If Manitoba
was to re-enter the Western Canada racing circuit it
was essential that race meets be conducted in 1958."
Mr. Greenlay said the government expects to collect
about $500,000 in tax revenue from the track this year,
that important revenue is again being made available
for public use.
The track site will be available for exhibitions and
other events, and will be a tourist attraction.

For these arrangements Lloyd Stinson, the leader
of the C.C.F., predictably accused the government of
"poor moral judgment." He further claimed that most
people recognized that large-scale gambling was bad
for a community. His party, therefore, opposed the
measure on principle. Stinson also accused the govern-
ment of acting as Santa Claus to the Hardy interests,
asserting that the government had "become the patron
saint of horse racing in Manitoba." He finally deplored
the situation in which "we find the great province of
Manitoba pledging its credit to the gambling racket
of flat racing."

Stinson was not alone in his sentiments. One govern-
ment backbencher expressed his opposition to all
forms of gambling and announced his intention to vote
against all three bills. Duff Roblin, the leader of the
opposition, accused the government of "a gross error
of moral judgment in using public money to finance a
business based on gambling" and charged that the
government "had taken leave of its senses in placing
the credit of the people of Manitoba behind a gambling
venture." As might be expected, some of the churches
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also expressed their opposition. A brief from the
United Church declared that it was not in the interests
of the people of Winnipeg and Manitoba to have "a
parasitic industry in our midst", and complained of the
government's lack of "moral concern and interest in
the common people who will suffer over this blunder."

Allowing for the predictable attitude of the C.C.F.
and the churches, and for the political posturing of
some members, the government's decision was basically
sound. It was certainly sound from a business stand-
point, and not surprisingly it was strongly supported
by the member for Assiniboia in whose constituency
the track was located:

Those who are opposed to these bills will find no politi-
cal advantage in it. Public opinion in this province is
for racing. This is a warning I'm handing out to any of
the city fathers in Winnipeg who try to stop racing at
Assiniboia.

As against the accusations that horse racing and all
forms of gambling were morally reprehensible, there
was the opposing viewpoint tersely expressed by a St.
Vital councillor who commented: "I think a person
should have the liberty to spend his money his own
way."

The sale of the bonds to the government was finally
made on the day Manitobans went to the polls in the
provincial general election which brought Duff Roblin
to office.

With financial security, the track was quickly com-
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pleted and named Assiniboia Downs. Officially opened
in June 1958, by Lieutenant-Governor McDiarmid, it
was, and still is, one of the finest and best equipped
tracks in Canada. J. C. Hardy and his general manager,
Scotty Kennedy, worked tirelessly for the further
improvement of racing and in 1966 added harness
racing to the track's activities.

Another of their early ambitions was the reinstate-
ment of the Manitoba Derby. The first running of this
classic race at Assiniboia Downs took place in August
1960. Ten years later, to mark Manitoba's centennial
as a province, history was made when the purse was
increased to $70,000, and attendance included the
Queen and Prince Philip, as well as prominent racing
officials and executives from all over Canada and the
United States. The track is now under the control of
racing interests headed by James Wright who has
carried on all the best traditions of the sport. Under his
leadership, there has been a vast increase in attendance
and improvement in the facilities.

The 1964 Manitoba Derby
Courtesy Winnipeg Free Press
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The period since the opening of Assiniboia Downs
has been marked by several characteristics: the exten-
sion of provincial government control of racing, the
expansion of the racing season and the continuance
of small harness racing meets throughout the province.

The most significant government legislation was that
which established the Horse Racing Commission in
1965. This body, composed of not less than three mem-
bers appointed by the provincial government, received
overriding powers to "govern, direct, control and
regulate (a) horse racing in Manitoba; and (b) the
operation of all race tracks." It also received absolute
discretion "to grant or refuse to grant any license,
registration or approval required under this Act or the
regulation;" and specific powers to inspect all tracks,
premises and financial records, to enforce veterinary
tests, and to control the appointment of all officials
and employees at race tracks. Finally, the commission
was required to make an annual report to the respon-
sible provincial minister.

Since 1965, therefore, the annual reports of the
Horse Racing Commission have provided detailed
accounts of the state of flat and harness racing through-
out the province. In 1974, for example, the Commis-
sion reported 56 days of racing at Assiniboia Downs
with an attendance of over 200,000 and a record mutuel
handle of more than $12,500,000. The Manitoba
Derby, with a guaranteed purse of $100,000, brought
an attendance of over 7,000 with the day's mutuel
handle of nearly $325,000. In addition to the racing at
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Assiniboia Downs, there were two days of flat racing
at Russell with a mutuel handle of $8,000.

Harness racing took place at Assiniboia Downs on
48 days, and for one or more days at each of Russell,
Deloraine, Wawanesa, Carberry, Portage la Prairie,
Carman and Virden. The combined attendance was
slightly over 65,000 and the mutuel handle for harness
racing meets exceeded $4,500,000. The smaller race
meetings received assistance by a partial return of the
provincial tax on pari-mutuel betting.

The Commission also supervised the financial assist-
ance offered by the provincial government to the
Horsebreeding Incentive Program, a program designed
to assist breeders and owners of qualifying Manitoba
bred two and three-year old thoroughbreds, and two,
three and four-year old standardbred horses which
won races at Assiniboia Downs during the season.

The length of the racing season gradually increased
from 1958. The original Horse Racing Regulation Act
of 1926 had restricted race meetings in each municipal-
ity to three consecutive days, Sundays excluded, except
in cities with a population greater than 10,000. In 1958
this was amended by excluding the municipality of
Assiniboia from the general restriction, and by allow-
ing 42 days of consecutive racing, excluding Sundays,
in Greater Winnipeg. The maximum number of racing
days in Winnipeg was later increased in 1967 to 56.
The ban on horse racing on Sundays was repealed in
1972, and finally in 1975 restrictions were removed on
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the number of days of racing in each municipality and
on the number of tracks used in each municipality.

As restrictions on racing were gradually removed,
more organizations were formed to encourage the
sport. These included the Driving Club of Manitoba,
the Great Western Racing Association of Brandon,
the Kirkfield Park Jockey Club, the Victoria Raceway,
all incorporated in 1958; the Dufferin Racing Associa-
tion of Carman, incorporated in 1965; and the Banner
County Racing Club of Russell, incorporated in 1968.

For several years, then, horse racing has thrived in
Manitoba. It has brought financial returns to the
government and pleasure to countless thousands of
Manitoba citizens and visitors to the province. The
recent decision to discontinue harness racing at Assini-
boia Downs, however, will no doubt have widespread
effects on the whole future of racing.



Horses and humans

T,he appeal of horse racing, whether it be flat or
harness racing, is a very individual thing for it stems
from different causes for different people. Its appeal
may lie in the money wagered in hope of a quick return,
in the thrill of a contest, in the excitement of a close
finish, in the thundering of hooves, in the roaring of
the crowd or in the sheer love of beautiful horses.
Whatever the appeal, the horse is the star of the show.

In Manitoba, as has been seen, horse racing devel-
oped naturally in a society in which horses were eco-
nomically important in both rural and urban areas
and in which some of the traditional Indian and Metis
appreciation of horses had persisted. Today, horse
racing in Manitoba falls into two distinct categories:
thoroughbred racing and standardbred or harness
racing.

'Thoroughbred' is the name of a definite breed of
horse, although the term is often mistakenly used to
mean 'pure bred' and applied to other animals. The
modern thoroughbred is the ultimate result of genera-
tions of selective breeding in Britain and later in vari-
ous other parts of the world. The foundation for today's
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thoroughbred comes from three particular breeds of
Arabian and North African stock. These horses were
bred to durable English mares to produce a superior
breed of good-looking, fast horses that had a lot of
stamina. The best way to determine who. had the better
horse, of course, was to match them in a race. A re-
peated winner was said to be good-blooded or 'thor-
oughbred'.

Today, all thoroughbreds can trace their ancestry
back to three seventeenth and eighteenth century
stallions or their direct male representatives. Their
names are Eclipse, Herod and Matchem. A thorough-
bred, therefore, is a horse bred from a line descending
from the three founding sires or technically a horse
whose genealogy can be traced back 100 years in a
recognized stud book. In order to be recognized for
racing as a thoroughbred, such lineage must be defi-
nitely established and related to the American or
English stud book.

In the early days the thoroughbred was small by
modern standards, seldom being more than fourteen
hands high, but it was a horse of great stamina and
could run races of from four to six miles carrying 100
pounds or more. Selective breeding has improved the
size and general substance of the thoroughbred, but
after the widespread introduction of short distance
races speed became the most important quality of the
breed.

The first thoroughbred in western Canada was the
stallion Melbourne, which was brought over by the
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Hudson's Bay Company in 1848. This did much to
improve the quality of horses generally, but no organ-
ized breeding of thoroughbreds was pursued. As has
been seen, flat racing developed in the Red River settle-
ment and in Manitoba quite independently of the
availability of thoroughbreds.

The breeding of thoroughbreds began comparatively
late in the province. As in so many other aspects of
horse racing, R.J. Speers took the lead. In 1926 he
decided to enter the thoroughbred breeding industry.
He promptly acquired the Grey Nuns' farm on Youville
Road in St. Boniface, renamed it Whittier Park Stock
Farm, and stocked it with three thoroughbred stallions
and a few brood mares. The first crop of foals failed to
win a single race, but he persevered, and four years later
he was credited with breeding Jack Whittier, the win-
ning horse of the Manitoba Stakes, and Hot Whittier
which won the inaugural running of the Winnipeg
Futurity also in 1930.

In the following year, having heard that a good thor-
oughbred stallion named Craigangower was to be
auctioned in Kentucky, Speers left Winnipeg with
$1,500 which was all the money he had at the time. He
returned to Winnipeg with Craigangower and also 27
brood mares whose blood lines were some of the finest
and most successful in North America. The whole
shipment cost $8,700, most of which Speers had to
borrow. But this turned out to be one of the greatest
breeding stock bargains ever obtained by one man.

From this inexpensive initial venture, Speers gradu-
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ally built up his breeding interests. He acquired another
breeding establishment at Carberry, Manitoba where
he developed the 1000 acre Pine River Ranch. He
bought or leased some thirteen stallions which, along
with his imported mares, formed the,nucleus of a
powerful breeding enterprise. He proceeded to raise
a total of 276 thoroughbreds which won 1,760 races
including 45 stakes races. He also bred Hartney,
Canada's 'Horse of the Year' in 1957. Three of the
Speers sires, Cudgel, Osiris II and Fairmond, topped
the Canadian sires list ten times between 1931 and
1955. Only once did he fail to have one in the top three.

Originally, Speers had not intended to race horses
on his own tracks, but in the mid 1930s he was peti-
tioned by a group of horsemen to put his own colours
up on the prairie tracks. This was a unique tribute to
Speers' reputation for honesty for while other operators
had run horses on their own tracks, it had never been
at the invitation of the horsemen. Since that time, he
won virtually every important race in Canada except
the Queen's Plate, although his Lord Fairmond ran
second in 1948. In all, he won the Canadian Derby four
times and the Winnipeg Futurity six times.

The year 1945 saw Speers become the first breeder
in Canada to raise thoroughbreds which won more
than a million dollars. His record as a Canadian thor-
oughbred breeder was surpassed only by E. P. Taylor.

Speers laid the foundations for thoroughbred breed-
ing in Manitoba, but this province still has far to go.
In 1974, for example, Manitoba thoroughbreds ac-
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counted for only about 20% of the purse money dis-
tributed in the province. Even with subsidies from the
provincial government, it is doubtful whether Mani-
toba will ever match the breeding programs of the
wealthier provinces.

Harness racing includes both trotting and pacing
races, in both of which the horse is harnessed to a light
vehicle known as a sulky. All harness horses are mem-
bers of the standardbred family. They got the name
because originally they had to meet a standard of time
performance—two minutes and 30 seconds for one
mile—which was set in 1879 and marks the first official
recognition of the sport and of the standardbred as a
distinct breed.

Counesy Provincial Archives of Manitoba

Harness racing at Brandon Fair, 1957
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The rules for accepting standardbreds for registra-
tion have since been changed. While performance
standards have been increased for both trotters and
pacers, blood lines are now more significant. In appear-
ance the standardbred is not as big as a thoroughbred,
but it has a longer body, heavier limbs and shorter legs.
It is a sturdy horse and by no means as nervous as a
thoroughbred. Most are bay, brown and chestnut, but
a few are grey, black or roan. In most Canadian breed-
ing farms, American blood still dominates.

The sport of harness racing got its start long before
its official recognition when, in 1788, an English stal-
lion, Messenger, was imported to Philadelphia. Al-
though Messenger was a thoroughbred, he sired many
horses which were taught to trot. By 1806 there were
records of trotting races on Long Island. Because of
the mode of transportation at the time, trotting became
a popular sport for many people; and although the
sport experienced a temporary setback with the more
widespread use of the automobile, it regained its popu-
larity in the 1940s. Since that time its popularity has
steadily increased although pacing now tends to be
more popular than trotting. In recent years harness
racing of both types has surpassed the popularity of
thoroughbred flat racing.

But if the horse is the star of the show, this has
occurred because of two human elements: the trainer
and the jockey or driver. In the case of the thorough-
bred, the trainer is responsible for getting the horse
into top condition and keeping it there. He or she, for
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there are now several women trainers, along with the
horse's owner, must carefully plan and select the races
in which the horse will run. Each race becomes a step-
ping stone to the next. Trainers usually develop a very
detailed conditioning and racing plan for their horses
to follow; and a good trainer is judged by the number
of races his horses win in proportion to the number of
'starts' or times these horses run a race. In standard-
bred or harness racing the trainer plays a similar role,
except that in this sport the horses are trained either
to trot or to pace, but not both.

While a thoroughbred is ridden by a jockey, a trotter
or pacer is guided by a driver. The jockey is engaged to
ride a particular horse by the trainer. He or she must
have a great deal of skill and also have 'horse sense'.
The jockey must know, above all, how to 'rate' or assess
the horse so that he or she can achieve the maximum
effort from the animal. It is, perhaps, worthy of note
that the first woman to ride at Assiniboia Downs was
the American Barbara Jo Rubin in 1969.

In harness racing, which is generally considered a
time-rated sport, the factors determining success are
the driver's skill in judging pace, in moving the horse
to get position at the right time, and in conserving the
horse's speed for that final drive down the stretch to
the finish line. Many drivers are older than jockeys, for
age and weight impose no limitations on driving ability.
Nor is it uncommon for an owner or trainer to be his
own driver.

After considering the horses, the trainers, the jockeys
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and the drivers, there is one more element essential
for the success of a horse racing meet. This, of course,
is the enthusiast who pays to attend and who bets on
the outcome of the races. But for every person who goes
regularly to the races there are probably several who
have never been. These people are often bewildered by
the racing jargon and by the mystique which surrounds
the 'sport of kings'.

Surely everyone owes it to himself to visit the race
track at least once, to share in the excitement, the
colour and the time-honoured pageantry, and to assess
for himself the truth of Lord Palmerston's maxim that
"racing honestly conducted is a noble sport."

Assiniboia Downs, 1958
Courtesy Winnipeg Free Press



Postscript

R.acing is a sport which has been hallowed by cen-
turies of tradition, but today it is also big business. The
casual visitor to the modern racetrack enjoys the
spacious facilities, bets his money on the horse or
horses of his choice and perhaps, depending on the
outcome of his wagers, either drowns his sorrows or
celebrates his victory at the well-appointed bar. He
thrills to the dramatic moments of racing and returns
home having probably given no thought at all to the
various and complicated factors which made his
pleasure possible.

The physical facilities such as the race track, the
stands, the starting gates and the horse barns represent,
of course, an investment of millions of dollars. These
are but one part of the total operation which, under
the jurisdiction of provincial and federal agencies,
involves the services of hundreds of skilled and dedi-
cated individuals.

Overall control of all aspects of horse racing in
Manitoba rests with the Manitoba Horse Racing Com-
mission, the Executive Director of which has an office
at Assiniboia Downs. Representatives of the Commis-
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sion attend all race meetings throughout the province;
and, as has been seen, the Commission's powers include
control over the appointment of all officials by the
racing association sponsoring the meet, and they
extend to the examination and licensing of trainers and
the general formulation of the rules of racing.

In practice, although the Commission has ultimate
responsiblity for horse racing in Manitoba, the opera-
tion of a race meeting is a partnership involving not
only the Commission and the racing association, but
also the federal government with its legal responsibility
for security and criminal matters. The Horsemen's
Benevolent and Protective Association protects the
interests of the horsemen; while the Ontario Jockey
Club and the Canadian Trotting Association act as
guiding authorities in thoroughbred and harness racing
respectively.

But ultimately the success of racing depends on the
dedication and efficiency of many men and women
who are all too frequently forgotten in the thrill of the
race. These include the trainers, men and women
usually from farm backgrounds, who rise at dawn to
feed their horses and work out their daily exercise
schedules; the blacksmiths; the veterinarians; the
exercise boys; the jockeys and their agents; and, of
course, the many track officials. All these men and
women work hard and often for scant reward because
of their dedication to horses and to racing.

The magic of horse racing cannot accurately be
defined, but people who fall under its spell never
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manage to escape it. The essence of this magic seems to
lie in the love of horses rather than in the hope of mak-
ing quick money. Betting, which has always been asso-
ciated with racing, has been regarded by many people
as a social and moral evil. In excess, but only in excess,
it can become just that. Perhaps racing fans who are
prone to that excess should ponder the words attributed
to W. C. Fields: "Horse sense is what a horse has that
keeps him from betting on people."





Appendices

Glossary of racing terms

Added Money—the amount of money put up by the
track operator. Thus, if the Manitoba Derby were
advertised as $25,000 added, it would mean that
Assiniboia Downs had put up $25,000 which is add-
ed to the horsemen's nominating fees, interim fees
and starting fees.

Also Eligibles—horses officially entered in a race but
not allowed to start unless the field is reduced by
scratches below a specified number.

Also Ran—a horse which finishes out of the money.

Backstretch—the stable and training area of a race-
track; also the straightaway part of track on the far
side between turns.

Barrier—a starting gate or device used to start a race.

Bike—another name for a sulky.
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Bit—a metal bar in the horse's mouth by which the
horse is guided and controlled.

Blinkers—a device used to limit the horse's vision and
prevent swerving from objects or other horses on
either side.

Blowout—a brief (usually three furlongs or half a mile)
final drill a day or two before a race designed to
sharpen or maintain a thoroughbred's edge of con-
ditioning.

Boh—a sudden veering from a straight course.

Breakage—odd cents. If breakage is to the nickel, the
bettor on a horse paying $7.29 receives $7.25; if
breakage is to the dime, the bettor would receive
$7.20.

Breaking Stride—failure by a horse in harness racing
to maintain its trot or pace. When this occurs, the
driver must then get his horse out of the way of other
horses and get it back on gait without gaining
ground. A break in stride may be caused by too fast
or slow a speed, interference from other horses,
tiredness, or hitting a hoof against a leg.

Breeze—an easy workout of a thoroughbred under
restraint by the exercise rider to stabilize an already
sharp horse's condition between engagements.
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Brood Mare—a female thoroughbred used for breed-
ing.

Chute—a straightaway entering onto the main oval
track.

Colours—racing silks worn by riders to denote owner-
ship of horses.

Colt—a male horse aged two to four years inclusive.

Dam—a female parent.

Dead Heat—two or more horses finishing a race in an
exact tie.

Dead Track—a running surface which lacks resilience.

Derby—a classic race for three-year-old thorough-
breds, patterned after the Epsom Derby in England.
Assiniboia Downs features the Manitoba Derby.

Driver—the man or woman who sits in the sulky and
guides the horse in harness racing.

Eligible—a horse qualified to start in a race under the
specified conditions.

Entry—when two or more horses, either thoroughbred
or standardbred, are entered in a race by one owner,
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they are coupled together in the wagering as an entry.
A bet on one horse of an entry is a bet on the others.
No matter which horse in an entry wins, the holders
of that ticket number collect.

Extra Weight—more weight than the conditions of the
race require. If assigned weight is 116 pounds and the
jockey weighs 118 pounds, the horse is said to be two
pounds over.

Fast Track—a running surface which is dry and fast.

Fees—money paid to riders or for entering a horse in
a race.

Field—one or more starters running as a single betting
unit. These are usually horses considered to have
little chance of winning.

Filly—a female horse aged two to four years inclusive.

Flat Race—a race on level ground as opposed to a
hurdle race or a steeplechase.

Foal—a horse of either sex from birth to first birthday.

Furlong—a distance of 220 yards. This is the basic
distance in racing.

Futurity—a race for two-year olds run to provide an



Appendices 75

indication of their probable future performance in
the classic races for three-year olds.

Gallop—a fast canter or trot.

Gelding—a male horse of any age which has been cas-
trated.

Groom—a person who cares for the horses in the
stables.

Hand—a unit of four inches used for measuring a
horse's height.

Handicap—the assignment, usually by the racing sec-
retary, of a certain weight to a particular horse to
give it an even chance in a field of horses.

Handle—the amount of money bet on a race, on a day's
racing, or for an entire meeting.

Heat—in harness racing, one trip around the track in
a race to be decided by winning two or more trials.

Homestretch—the straightaway from the final turn to
the finish.

Horse—apart from the general use of the term, there
is also a precise meaning: an entire (not gelded) male
horse aged five years or more.
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Interference—in harness racing, a horse is entitled to
any part of the track except in the stretch. The driver
must not change to the right or left when another
horse is so near as to be forced to abandon its stride.
This is known as interference.

Jockey—a person engaged to ride a particular horse
by that horse's trainer.

Jog Cart—a narrow sulky used for training and work-
outs.

Jogging—a slow warm-up or exercise for harness
racers, usually of several miles. Most trainers dele-
gate this job to assistants or exercise boys.

Judge—a person who decides the winner of a race.

Length—a term used in two ways: the length of a horse
from nose to tail, or the distance between horses in
a race.

Lugging In or Out—pulling towards the inside or the
outside of the track. A jockey must keep the horse
on a straight course to prevent interference with
other horses.

Maiden—a horse, mare or gelding which has never
won a heat or race.
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Maiden Race—a race for horses which have not yet
won a race.

Mare—a female horse over the age of four years.

Mobile Starting Gate—in harness racing the horses
line up behind a moving gate fixed to a car. A starter
faces the horses and controls the wings of the gate
and speed of the car. When he feels that all horses
are on even terms, he opens the gates and the race
officially begins.

Morning Glory—a horse which performs well in
morning workouts but fails to race to its potential
in the afternoon.

Nose—a unit of measurement for the advantage of one
horse over another during or at the finish of a race.

Pacer—a horse which moves with a lateral gait, i.e.,
the right front and hind leg swinging forward at the
same time while the horse's weight is shifted to the
left legs.

Paddock—an area or building where horses are kept
and saddled before post time.

Pari-mutuel—a form of betting where the money
wagered, less taxes and commissions, is returned to
the winning bettors after each race.
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Photo-finish—a racing finish which is so close that
specially designed cameras are used to determine the
winner.

Post Position—the slot in the starting ga1,e assigned to
a horse. The slots are numbered from the inside rail
outward.

Post Time—the designated time for the start of a race.

Purse—money for a winning horse which does not
come from the owners but from some other private
or public source.

Racing Secretary—an official appointed by a racing
association with responsibility for the operation of
a race track.

Rating—maintaining an even rate of speed and timing
the finishing rush. Unlike running horses, trotters
and pacers usually complete the last quarter at the
fastest rate.

Scratch—to scratch is to withdraw an entered horse
from a race.

Silks—jacket and cap worn by riders. Also known as
colours.

Sire—a male parent.
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Stakes—short for sweepstakes. A race for thorough-
breds in which the basic purse money is provided by
the racing association and added money is provided
by the owners. The basic money usually goes to the
winner; the added money to the next four finishers.

Stallion—an entire male horse.

Standardbred—a pure-bred trotter or pacer.

Starting Gate—a mechanical device from which a race
starts. In harness racing a mobile starting gate is
used.

Steward—the highest ranking race official. Two are
appointed by the Manitoba Horse Racing Commis-
sion and one by the association holding the race
meeting.

Stretch—the straightaway portion of a track, either the
backstretch or the homestretch.

Stud—a male horse used for breeding. Also a breeding
farm.

Stud Book—the registry and genealogical record of
thoroughbreds.

Sulky—a light racing rig with bicycle type tires used in
harness racing. The driver positions his legs along-
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side the shafts. With the driver in position, the sulky
and its wheels are in almost perfect balance, making
the driver's weight of no importance. The average
weight of a sulky is about 38 pounds.

Thoroughbred—a specific breed of horse with pedigree
registered in the stud book.

Totalizator—a machine which sells betting tickets,
records the money wagered, and shows the odds on
each horse as well as the payoff prices.

Track Record—the fastest time at various distances at
a particular track.

Trailing—in harness racing, following directly behind
the leader in what is often called the 'win-hole', a
favourite spot as the horse ahead sets the pace and
breaks the force of the wind.

Trainer—the person responsible for getting a horse
into top condition.

Training Cart—another term for the jog cart.

Trotter—a horse which moves on a diagonal gait, with
left front and right hind legs moving forward at the
same time in a 1-2, 3-4 beat.
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Weighing In and Out—the weighing of a jockey before
and after his race to make sure that his weight listed
in the program is official. The weight of a jockey
includes personal weight plus the weight of the
saddle and saddle bags.

Wheel—a horse which turns around suddenly without
guidance by the rider is said to wheel.

Yearling—a horse between the New Year's Day after
being foaled and the following January 1; a one-year
old horse.





The racetrack

The race track at Assiniboia Downs may be taken
as typical of most race tracks in Canada. It is a dirt
track and is used for both thoroughbred and harness
racing. The track is oval in shape. Generally, harness
race tracks are either % or '/£ mile in circumference.
Thoroughbred tracks are usually larger: Assiniboia
Downs, for example, is n/\(, of a mile. Distances around
the racing oval are measured in furlongs with one
furlong equalling 220 yards or '/8 of a mile. Poles
around the track designate !4, !/8 and V\(, distances, and
this makes it easier for the race caller to indicate how
far the horses have gone at a particular moment.

J
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The condition of the surface of the track is an im-
portant factor in horse racing and is mainly determined
by the weather. Some horses perform best when the
track is 'off, i.e., not fast. The following terms are
used to describe track conditions:

Fast —footing at its best, dry and even. -f-
Good —rated between fast and slow.
Slow —damp and clinging, between heavy and good.
Heavy —a drying track, between muddy and good.
Muddy—soft and wet.
Sloppy —condition immediately after a rain, usually

with a firm footing underneath.



"Types of races

Thoroughbred races
(1) Stakes

This is short for 'sweepstakes', a term which orig-
inated centuries ago in games of chance in which
the winner 'sweeps' or takes all of the stakes con-
tributed by the participants. In stakes races a
portion of the prize money is put up by the owners
of the horses entered. This type of race is usually
reserved for the better horses within specific age
categories.

(2) Allowance
This is a race in which the eligibility and the weight
a horse carries are based on the amount of money
or the number of races a horse has won. A basic
weight is assigned for all eligible horses with
allowances in weight for horses with poorer
records.

(3) Handicap
For a handicap race trainers submit the names of
their horses to the racing secretary several days in
advance. The racing secretary evaluates the horse
and assigns a certain weight which would give it
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an even chance in the field of horses. A handicap
race generally attracts the best horses.

(4) Claiming
The purpose of this type of race is to provide
competition among horses of like quaHty or value.
All horses entered may be claimed or purchased
at a stated price by any owner who has started a
horse at the meeting. Claims are filed before the
race and money is deposited. If more than one
claim is entered on any horse, lots are drawn to
determine the new owner. Any purse won goes to
the former owner, and the new owner takes pos-
session of the horse after the race.

(5) Derby
A classic race exclusively for three-year olds and
named after the Epsom Derby run in England
since 1780. The Manitoba Derby attracts some of
the best entries in Canada.

(6) Maiden
A special race for horses which have not yet won
a race. Maiden races may be further divided by
age categories.

Standardbred races
Most of the terminology for the types of standard-
bred races is the same as that for thoroughbreds, but
Standardbred races in which horses cannot be
claimed are noted as 'Conditioned Races'.
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Distances
Thoroughbreds may race from two furlongs for
beginning two-year olds, to a mile and a half or more
for mature horses. Most pacing and trotting races
are a mile in distance, although some seven furlong
races are featured at Assiniboia Downs.





Wagering

The pari-mutuel system of betting is the one in most
common use at race tracks today. Developed in Paris
(the term is a corruption of Paris-mutuel) by Pierre
Oiler in 1865, its purpose was to enable a bookmaker
to make money regardless of the winning horse. In this
system tickets are sold on each horse in a race, and
the payoff price for a winning ticket is determined by
the amount of money wagered on a winning horse in
relation to the amount wagered on all the horses in
the race. Bettors, therefore, always bet against the
other bettors rather than against the racing association.
The racing association holds all bets and pays off the
winners after each race result becomes official. It
deducts a commission for providing the races and
track accommodations and also a stipulated commis-
sion for the province. All the rest of the money is re-
turned to the winning bettors after each race.

There are three basic bets which are the same for
both thoroughbred and standardbred racing. These
are Win, Place (first or second) and Show (first, second
or third), and in each case the minimum bet is $2.00.
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There are also several special types of bets:
(1) Combination wagering or 'betting across the

board'. This is a combination of betting for win,
place and show; and tickets are sold in either $6.00
or $15.00 denominations.

(2) Daily Double wagering. At Assiniboia Downs the
Daily Double comprises the first and second
races. The bettor selects the horses he thinks will
win the first and second races.

(3) Exactor wagering. In this, the bettor selects the
horses he thinks will come first and second in a
particular race designated for this type of wager-
ing.

(4) Quinella wagering. While the Daily Double was
designed to get people to the track for the first
race, the Quinella, introduced from Rio de Janeiro
to Canada in 1931, was originally designed to
keep them there for the last race. A Quinella is
similar to the Exactor except that the bettor bets
on a combination of two horses to finish first or
second but need not designate their order of finish.
The term 'quinella' is derived from the Spanish-
American 'quiniella', a game of chance resembling
a lottery in which players bet against the banker.

The amount of money a bettor can win depends on
the amount he wagered and the odds of the horse or
horses backed. The more people who bet on a particu-
lar horse, the less the odds. Approximate odds are
established by the track handicapper as a means of
establishing the initial betting. These odds, which are
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printed in the official racing program and placed on the
Tote Board, are an indication of how each horse should
fare in the race, based upon its past performance.

The odds and pay-off prices are determined by the
judgment of the bettors. The horse on which the most
money is wagered becomes the favourite. If the favour-
ite wins, the smallest return is paid; the horse with the
least backing returns the largest pay-off. The following
odds chart indicates the approximate pay-off for a
$2.00 win ticket:

Odds
1-5
2-5
1-2
3-5
4-5

Even
6-5
7-5
3-2

Pays
$2.40
2.80
3.00
3.20
3.60
4.00
4.40
4.80
5.00

Odds
8-5
9-5
2

5-2
3

7-2
4

9-2
5

Pays
5.20
5.60
6.00
7.00
8.00
9.00

10.00
11.00
12.00

Odds
6
1
8
9

10
20
30
50
99

Pays
14.00
16.00
18.00
20.00
22.00
42.00
62.00

102.00
200.00





•*

Manitoba Derby winners

Year
POLO
1930
1931
1932
1933
1934
1935
1936
1937*
1938
1939
1940

Winner
PARK
Jack Whittier
Parisienne
Lady Marnock
Carhan Queen
Caramar
Nellie Quince
Sweepsen
Goldlure
Gowerlace
Larry Ekhardt
Sir Trapseth

Jockey

D. Hurlburt
J. Mattioli
J. Longden
J. Craigmyle
W. Chidgey
W. Molter
L. DuPre
S. Young
R. Hightshoe
J. Craigmyle
R. Neilsen

Owner

L. Ronald
T. Burton
F. Johnston
Mrs. R. Leavitt
Mrs. R. Leavitt
Big Four Stables
H. C. Hatch
H. C. Hatch
Whittier Park Farms
K. M. Leach
J. Hazza

Trainer

L. Ronald
L. C. Barnes
W. R. McGirr
C. T. Leavitt
C. T. Leavitt
S. Brunson
W. H. Brinloe
J. Hamilton
D. H. Campbell
E. Johansen
V. Arndt

*run at Whittier Park.

ASS1NIBOIA DOWNS
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965

1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974

1975
1976
1977

Bocage
Windspray
Welcome Effort
Brother Leo
Langcrest
Flyalong

Carodana
Gilmore
Son Costume
Fire N Desire
Fanfreluche
Speedy Zephyr
Nice Dancer
Zaca Spirit
Rushtons

Corsair
L'Enjoleur
Merry's Jay
Giboulee

G.
S.
S.
F.
S.
C.

T.
G.
R.
D.
R.
H.
R.
R.
W

S.
K.
R.

Contrada
Consentino
Shields
Inda
McComb
Potts

Inouye
Rasmussen
Pion
Armstrong
Turcotte
Hinojosa
Stewart
Grubb

. Green

Hawley
Hendricks
Grubb

J. Y. Stable
Windfields Farms
Golden West Farms
W. H. Murphy
S. J. Langill
T. Hays &

D. Weldon
Valecrest Farms
Golden West Farms
Pai-Son Stable
S. Lima & M. Rose
J. L. Levesque
C. Rathgeb
T. A. Morton
Harlequin Ranches
A. W. Minshall

J. L. Levesque
H. Jackson
J. L. Levesque

G.
G.
R.
W
E.
D.

E.
R.
W.
W.
J.
L.
J.
C.
G.

J.
C.
J.

V. Howell
V. Howell
Johnson

. H. Murphy
Mann
H. Campbell

Mann
Johnson
H. Moorhead
H. Moorhead

Starr
Lear
G. Lavigne
F. Chapman
Magnusson

Starr
Gray
Dumas
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'It should be read not just by track fans, but by everyone interested
in the sport... a most valuable contribution to Manitoba his-
tory. .."

Peter McLintock
Winnipeg Free Press

"A notable contribution to the written history of Manitoba and
... to the long-neglected history of colorful sporting enterprises
in 'the last real West'."

Jim Coleman
Southam News Services


