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The Santa Anita Race Track, located in Arcadia, California, is one of the most iconic horse racing

venues in the United States. Since its opening in 1934, it has been a focal point for racing enthusiasts

and a hub for equestrian sports. The track has witnessed numerous historical events, produced

legendary horses and jockeys, and played a significant role in the cultural fabric of Southern California.

This article delves into the rich history of the Santa Anita Race Track, exploring its origins, key events,

and lasting impact on the horse racing industry.

Origins of Santa Anita Race Track

The dream of establishing a premier racetrack in Southern California was realized through the vision of

prominent businessman and horse racing enthusiast, Frank S. “Sunny” Haskin.

Early Development

1. Land Acquisition: In 1932, Haskin and a group of investors purchased a 320-acre site in Arcadia,

which was previously used for horse training.

2. Design and Construction: Haskin enlisted the services of architect Gordon Kaufmann, who designed

the track with a distinctive Art Deco style. The construction was completed in a remarkably short time,

and the track opened its doors on December 25, 1934.



Inaugural Season

The inaugural season at Santa Anita was a resounding success, drawing large crowds and attracting

top horses and jockeys. The track's first race was held on Christmas Day, and the event quickly

gained popularity. The lush landscaping, beautiful vistas of the San Gabriel Mountains, and innovative

amenities made Santa Anita a favored destination for racing fans.

Golden Age of Racing

The late 1930s and early 1940s marked the golden age of horse racing at Santa Anita. The track

became known for high-profile events and remarkable performances.

Major Races and Events

- Santa Anita Derby: Established in 1935, this race quickly became one of the most prestigious events

on the West Coast, serving as a key preparatory race for the Kentucky Derby.

- San Juan Capistrano Handicap: Another hallmark event, this race, initiated in 1935, became famous

for its scenic finish line at the top of a hill.

Notable Horses and Jockeys

During this period, many legendary horses made their mark at Santa Anita, including:

- Seabiscuit: Perhaps the most famous thoroughbred in American history, Seabiscuit raced at Santa

Anita, capturing the public's imagination during the Great Depression.

- Citation: Another legendary horse, Citation, won the Santa Anita Derby in 1948 on his way to

achieving the coveted Triple Crown.



The track also showcased some of the best jockeys of the time, including:

- Johnny Longden: A Hall of Fame jockey who won numerous races at Santa Anita.

- Bill Shoemaker: Known as “The Shoe,” he would go on to become one of the most successful

jockeys in the history of the sport.

The Impact of World War II

The onset of World War II in the early 1940s had a significant effect on horse racing in the United

States, including at Santa Anita.

Military Use of the Track

In 1942, the U.S. Army took over the racetrack, utilizing it as a temporary detention center for

Japanese-American citizens. The racing season was suspended, and the track was repurposed for

military needs. After the war, the track was returned to its original purpose and resumed racing in

1945.

Post-War Revival and Innovations

The post-war era brought a resurgence in horse racing, and Santa Anita played a pivotal role in

revitalizing the industry.

Modernization Efforts

In the 1960s and 1970s, Santa Anita underwent significant renovations to enhance the racing

experience. Key improvements included:



- Installation of a modern grandstand.

- Upgrades to the turf course and dirt track.

- Expansion of the facilities to accommodate larger crowds.

Technological Advancements

With the advent of technology, Santa Anita embraced innovations such as:

- Photo Finish Technology: This allowed for more accurate race results and enhanced the excitement

of close finishes.

- Simulcasting: The introduction of simulcast betting enabled fans to wager on races from other tracks,

broadening the appeal of Santa Anita.

Challenges and Controversies

Despite its celebrated history, Santa Anita has faced its share of controversies and challenges,

particularly in recent years.

Animal Welfare Concerns

Beginning in 2019, the track was embroiled in controversies related to horse deaths. A series of

fatalities raised serious concerns about the safety of the track and the welfare of the horses. This

prompted increased scrutiny from animal rights activists, regulatory bodies, and the general public.

- Investigations and Reforms: In response, the California Horse Racing Board and Santa Anita

management implemented several reforms aimed at improving safety and addressing the welfare of

horses. These measures included stricter medication policies and enhanced veterinary oversight.



Impact of COVID-19

Like many sporting venues, Santa Anita faced operational challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Races were held without spectators, significantly impacting revenue. However, the track adapted by

offering online wagering options and eventually reopened to limited crowds, demonstrating resilience in

the face of adversity.

Legacy and Cultural Significance

The Santa Anita Race Track is more than just a venue for horse racing; it is a cultural landmark that

has played a vital role in the history of American sports.

Influence on Popular Culture

Santa Anita has been featured in numerous films, television shows, and books, solidifying its status in

American pop culture. Notable mentions include:

- Seabiscuit: The film based on the true story of the racehorse Seabiscuit, which highlighted the

significance of the track in the horse racing community.

- Television Broadcasts: Santa Anita has served as the backdrop for various racing events aired on

national television, bringing the excitement of horse racing into homes across America.

Community Engagement

The track also plays an essential role in the local community. It hosts various events, including:

- Family Days: Special events that encourage families to experience horse racing in a fun and

educational environment.

- Charity Events: Santa Anita regularly collaborates with local charities to host fundraising events,



contributing to the community's well-being.

Conclusion

The history of the Santa Anita Race Track is a tapestry woven with stories of triumph, tragedy, and

resilience. From its glamorous beginnings in the 1930s to the challenges of recent years, the track has

remained a symbol of American horse racing. As Santa Anita continues to evolve and adapt to the

changing landscape of the sport, its legacy as a cherished institution in the world of horse racing is

assured. Whether you are a seasoned racing enthusiast or a casual observer, the allure of Santa Anita

continues to captivate and inspire, ensuring that its rich history will endure for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was Santa Anita Race Track first opened?

Santa Anita Race Track was first opened on December 25, 1934.

Who was the original architect of Santa Anita Race Track?

The original architect of Santa Anita Race Track was George L. Post.

What significant event took place at Santa Anita during World War II?

During World War II, Santa Anita Race Track was used as a temporary internment camp for Japanese

Americans.

What notable horse racing event has been held at Santa Anita Race



Track since 1984?

The Breeders' Cup, one of the most prestigious events in horse racing, has been held at Santa Anita

Race Track since 1984.

Which famous horse won the Santa Anita Derby multiple times?

The famous horse that won the Santa Anita Derby multiple times is Affirmed, who won in 1979.

What architectural style is Santa Anita Race Track known for?

Santa Anita Race Track is known for its Art Deco architectural style, which is reflected in its

grandstand and other structures.

How has Santa Anita Race Track contributed to the local economy

over the years?

Santa Anita Race Track has contributed significantly to the local economy by attracting tourism,

hosting events, and providing jobs within the community.
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