
santa anita race track history
santa anita race track history is a fascinating journey through one of the most iconic horse racing
venues in the United States. Established in the early 20th century, Santa Anita Park has played a
pivotal role in the evolution of thoroughbred racing, hosting countless memorable events and
becoming a symbol of excellence in the sport. This article explores the origins, development, and
significant milestones of the Santa Anita Race Track, illuminating its impact on horse racing culture
nationwide. From its architectural grandeur to its role during World War II, the track's history is rich
with fascinating stories and innovations. Additionally, the article highlights notable races, legendary
horses, and key figures associated with Santa Anita. A comprehensive overview is provided to give
enthusiasts and historians alike a deeper understanding of this esteemed racing venue. The following
sections detail the early years, architectural design, major events, and ongoing legacy of Santa Anita
Park.
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Origins and Founding of Santa Anita Race Track
The santa anita race track history begins in the early 1930s when the vision for a premier racing
venue in Southern California materialized. The track was officially opened on December 25, 1934,
under the leadership of Charles Howard, a prominent businessman and horse owner. The site was
chosen for its picturesque location in Arcadia, California, nestled against the backdrop of the San
Gabriel Mountains. The track quickly became known for its state-of-the-art facilities and commitment
to horse racing excellence. The founding of Santa Anita Park coincided with a resurgence of interest in
horse racing across the United States, setting the stage for its rise as a premier racing destination.

The Vision of Charles Howard
Charles Howard, a successful businessman and owner of the legendary racehorse Seabiscuit, was
instrumental in the establishment of Santa Anita Park. His vision went beyond creating a simple
racetrack; he aimed to build a world-class venue that would attract the best horses, jockeys, and
trainers. Howard’s dedication to quality and innovation helped shape the track’s early reputation and
contributed significantly to its long-term success.



Early Challenges and Successes
Despite the economic challenges of the Great Depression, the track managed to attract significant
attention and attendance. Early races drew large crowds, and the facility quickly became a popular
destination for both racing enthusiasts and casual spectators. The track’s opening marked a new era
for horse racing in California, fostering competition and elevating the sport’s profile on the West
Coast.

Architectural and Design Highlights
The santa anita race track history is also notable for its distinctive architectural features and
thoughtful design elements. The track was designed by Gordon Kaufmann, an architect renowned for
his work on the Hoover Dam and other notable projects. Kaufmann’s design for Santa Anita Park
combined functionality with aesthetic appeal, creating a venue that was both practical for racing and
visually striking.

Spanish Colonial Revival Style
The track’s grandstand and associated buildings were constructed in the Spanish Colonial Revival
style, characterized by stucco walls, red tile roofs, and ornamental detailing. This architectural choice
not only provided a regional identity but also contributed to the track’s timeless elegance. The design
emphasized open-air viewing and comfort, enhancing the spectator experience.

Innovative Track Features
Santa Anita was among the first tracks to incorporate advanced safety features and modern track
surfaces. The one-mile dirt track and turf course were meticulously maintained to provide optimal
racing conditions. Additionally, the track included extensive stabling facilities and training areas,
supporting the needs of horses and their teams year-round.

Major Events and Races Hosted
Over the decades, Santa Anita Park has hosted many prestigious horse racing events that have
become cornerstones of the sport. Its reputation as a premier racing venue is closely tied to the
quality and significance of these races, which attract top-tier competitors from across the country.

The Santa Anita Handicap
Known as the “Big ‘Cap,” the Santa Anita Handicap is one of the most important races in American
thoroughbred racing. First run in 1935, this race has consistently drawn elite horses and jockeys,
offering one of the highest purses in the sport. Winning the Big ‘Cap is considered a major
achievement and has helped cement the track’s status in racing history.



The Santa Anita Derby
The Santa Anita Derby is a major preparatory race for the Kentucky Derby, held annually in the
spring. Since its inception in 1935, the Derby has been a proving ground for young horses on their
path to Triple Crown glory. Many winners of the Santa Anita Derby have gone on to achieve national
fame, underscoring the race's importance.

Other Notable Races

Breeders' Cup World Championships: Hosted multiple times at Santa Anita, showcasing
international competition.

Gold Cup at Santa Anita: A prestigious turf race with a long-standing tradition.

San Gabriel Stakes and San Marcos Stakes: Important turf races contributing to the track’s
diverse racing portfolio.

Impact During World War II
The santa anita race track history includes a significant chapter during World War II when the facility
was repurposed for military use. Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, Santa Anita Park was converted
into a temporary detention center for Japanese Americans, a sobering period that contrasts with its
sporting legacy.

Conversion to an Assembly Center
In 1942, the U.S. government designated Santa Anita as one of several assembly centers for the
internment of Japanese Americans. Thousands of people were housed in makeshift barracks on the
racetrack grounds under difficult conditions. This period lasted until more permanent camps were
established elsewhere.

Return to Racing Post-War
After World War II ended, Santa Anita Park resumed full racing operations and quickly regained its
status as a premier venue. The return to normalcy marked a new era for the track, with renewed
investment in facilities and racing events. The post-war period saw some of the greatest moments in
the track’s history, including the rise of legendary horses and expanded racing calendars.

Notable Horses and Jockeys
Throughout its history, Santa Anita Race Track has been home to many legendary horses and jockeys
who have left an indelible mark on the sport. Their achievements at Santa Anita have contributed



significantly to the track’s enduring fame and prestige.

Seabiscuit and Charles Howard
One of the most famous stories connected to Santa Anita is that of Seabiscuit, the underdog
racehorse owned by Charles Howard. Seabiscuit’s victories at Santa Anita helped revive public
interest in horse racing during the Great Depression and cemented the track’s place in American
sports history.

Legendary Jockeys
Santa Anita has seen many of the sport’s top jockeys compete and succeed, including Bill Shoemaker,
Laffit Pincay Jr., and Mike Smith. These riders have set records and won numerous major races at the
track, contributing to its reputation as a center of excellence.

Other Noteworthy Horses

Zenyatta: Renowned mare with multiple victories at Santa Anita, including the Breeders’ Cup
Classic.

California Chrome: Triple Crown contender who thrilled fans at Santa Anita.

American Pharoah: Triple Crown winner who competed at the track, adding to its list of elite
athletes.

Modern Developments and Legacy
The santa anita race track history continues to evolve as the venue adapts to modern racing demands
and technological advances. In recent years, the track has undergone renovations and introduced
new safety measures to enhance the welfare of horses and jockeys. Santa Anita remains a vital part
of the horse racing industry, balancing tradition with innovation.

Renovations and Safety Improvements
In response to industry concerns, Santa Anita has implemented improved track surfaces, enhanced
veterinary care facilities, and stricter safety protocols. These efforts aim to reduce injuries and
promote sustainable racing practices, reflecting the track’s commitment to the sport’s future.

Continued Importance in Horse Racing
Santa Anita Park continues to host major racing events, attracting global attention and top



competitors. Its rich history and ongoing contributions make it a cornerstone of American horse racing
culture, preserving the legacy built over nearly a century.

Community and Cultural Impact
Beyond racing, Santa Anita serves as a cultural landmark and community hub in Southern California.
It hosts various events and activities that celebrate the region’s heritage and promote economic
development, further embedding the track in the local and national fabric.

Frequently Asked Questions

When was Santa Anita Race Track established?
Santa Anita Race Track was established in 1934 and opened its doors on December 25, 1934.

Where is Santa Anita Race Track located?
Santa Anita Race Track is located in Arcadia, California, USA.

What makes Santa Anita Race Track historically significant?
Santa Anita Race Track is historically significant for its beautiful Art Deco architecture and for being
one of the premier thoroughbred horse racing venues in the United States since the 1930s.

Which major horse racing events are held at Santa Anita Race
Track?
Santa Anita Race Track hosts several major events including the Santa Anita Derby, the Santa Anita
Handicap, and has also been the venue for the Breeders' Cup multiple times.

Has Santa Anita Race Track ever been used for purposes
other than horse racing?
Yes, during World War II, Santa Anita Race Track was used as an assembly center for Japanese
Americans before they were sent to internment camps.

What is unique about the architecture of Santa Anita Race
Track?
The track features distinctive Art Deco design elements, combined with Spanish Colonial Revival
architecture, making it architecturally unique among race tracks.



Who founded Santa Anita Race Track?
Santa Anita Race Track was founded by a group of investors led by the famous Hollywood figure and
horse enthusiast, Charles Howard.

Has Santa Anita Race Track undergone any major
renovations?
Yes, Santa Anita has undergone several renovations and upgrades over the years to improve facilities,
safety, and accommodate larger crowds, including a major modernization in the early 2000s.

What role does Santa Anita Race Track play in American horse
racing today?
Today, Santa Anita Race Track remains a key venue for thoroughbred racing, hosting important
stakes races and serving as a training center, maintaining its reputation as one of the top racing
tracks in the country.

Additional Resources
1. Santa Anita: The First Century of Racing Excellence
This comprehensive book chronicles the rich history of Santa Anita Park from its opening in 1934
through its first hundred years. It explores the architectural beauty of the track, its role during World
War II, and its evolution as a premier racing venue. Filled with historic photographs and anecdotes, it
celebrates the legacy of champions and memorable races that defined Santa Anita.

2. Legends of Santa Anita: Stories from the Track
Delve into the captivating stories behind some of the most iconic horses, jockeys, and trainers at
Santa Anita. This book highlights legendary races and personal triumphs that have shaped the track’s
reputation. Readers gain insight into the human and equine characters who contributed to Santa
Anita’s enduring allure.

3. Santa Anita’s Impact on American Thoroughbred Racing
Examining the broader influence of Santa Anita on the sport of horse racing in the United States, this
book discusses how the track has been a trendsetter in racing innovation and culture. It includes
analysis of major events, breeding programs, and the track’s role in popularizing the sport in
California and beyond.

4. The Architecture and Grounds of Santa Anita Park
A visual and descriptive exploration of Santa Anita Park’s unique design and landscaping, this book
showcases the architectural vision behind the track. It details the contributions of notable architects
and landscape designers, emphasizing how the aesthetic appeal enhances the racing experience.

5. Wartime at Santa Anita: Racing Through History
This book focuses on the period during World War II when Santa Anita served as a military assembly
center, temporarily halting racing activities. It provides a detailed account of how the track was
repurposed and the impact on the racing community. The narrative intertwines historical context with
personal stories from that era.



6. Santa Anita’s Triple Crown Contenders
Highlighting the horses and races that brought Santa Anita into the national spotlight, this book
profiles the Triple Crown hopefuls that competed at the track. It covers their training, significant wins,
and the excitement they generated among fans, offering a thrilling look at the quest for horse racing’s
most coveted prize.

7. Famous Jockeys of Santa Anita Park
This biographical collection celebrates the careers of some of the most successful and beloved
jockeys who have raced at Santa Anita. Through interviews, race analyses, and personal stories, the
book captures their skills, challenges, and contributions to the sport.

8. The Evolution of Santa Anita’s Racing Surface
Tracing the changes in track surfaces from dirt to synthetic and back again, this book investigates
how these modifications affected racing conditions and horse performance. It includes expert
opinions, scientific studies, and the perspectives of trainers and jockeys regarding the track’s
evolution.

9. Santa Anita Park: A Photographic History
Featuring an extensive collection of photographs from the park’s inception to the present day, this
book visually narrates the history of Santa Anita. From early race days to modern events, the images
capture the spirit of the track, its patrons, and the thrilling moments that have defined its legacy.
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