
Cause of Kentucky
training facility fire
undetermined

Nearly a week after 27 horses
died in a fire at a Western Kentucky
training facility, investigators still
have not determined a cause.

On November 20, a fire destroyed
a barn at Riverside Downs, which
is located near Ellis Park in Hen-
derson, Kentucky. Many of the
horsemen involved were just get-
ting back to normal after a 2005 tor-
nado destroyed barns at Ellis.

Bobby LaRue, a veteran trainer
of more than 50 years, lost eight
horses in the fire.

“Many of us were just getting
back on our feet after the tornado,
and then this happens, sometimes
you just wonder, ‘Is it worth it?’ ”
LaRue told the Kentucky Horse-
men’s Benevolent and Protective
Association.

Horseman John Hancock man-
ages the training facility that once
conducted Standardbred and Quar-
ter Horse racing. He decided to man-
age the facility as a training track
during the winter months for horse-
men based at Ellis. The facility
charges a nominal stall fee and gives
horsemen an alternative to shipping
out of the Henderson area.

The fire marks the third time in
five years that horses have perished
in fires at Riverside. The cause of a
2003 fire in which 22 horses died
was not determined. In January, six
horses died in a barn fire that
Hancock blames on the faulty in-
stallation of a vending machine. Han-
cock is pursuing legal action.
Investigators have not determined
the cause of the November 20 fire
but they were concentrating on a
breaker box.

Kentucky HBPA Executive Di-
rector Marty Maline acknowledged
that Riverside’s recent record is poor.

“I think there is that concern, but
then again, it seems like it has been
a different cause each time,” Ma-
line said.

Trainer Benjie LaRue was able to
save three of his five horses, in-
cluding a filly who initially refused
to leave her stall but then calmly fol-
lowed LaRue out of the burning sta-
ble. Her tail had caught fire but it
was extinguished.

“I feel so bad for the horses,” said
Shirley Greene, a longtime horse-
man who lost four horses. “We all
wish we could have been there to
help. I cannot stand the thought of
them suffering.”

The Kentucky HBPA has estab-
lished a fund for the affected horse-
men through Fifth Third Bancorp.
Maline said Churchill Downs,
Hoosier Park, and Ellis Park have
all committed to the fund. Others
wishing to donate can call (800)928-
4272.—Frank Angst

How the outside world perceives
the racing industry, particularly
younger generations, is a focus of
the 35th annual University of Arizona
Race Track Industry Program’s Sym-
posium on Racing and Gaming in
Tucson.

The industry gathering, which
runs from December 8-11, includes
the Turf Publicists of America Big
Sport of Turfdom award reception
as well as 30 exhibitors in a trade
show-style setting.

The symposium’s panel discus-
sions begin on December 9 and run
through the event’s conclusion, and

topics related to the per-
ception of racing are on
the agenda for each of
the three days.

The afternoon ses-
sions on December 9 in-
clude a Mark Kaufman
workshop on the power
of blogs and a panel en-
titled “Perceptions, real-
ities, and pressure” about
the changing face of rac-
ing.

On December 10, National Thor-
oughbred Racing Association Senior
Director of Marketing Fritz Widaman

will discuss how to
speak to racing’s di-
verse demographic tar-
get market in a panel
entitled “Gen Y and
Baby Boomers.”

The symposium con-
cludes on December 11
with Ron McDaniel,
chief executive officer
of the marketing agency
Buzznoodle.com, of-
fering a discussion and

workshop on e-marketing.
Two of the biggest factors that af-

fect people’s perception of the Thor-

oughbred racing in-
dustry are horse
safety and tote secu-
rity. Safety and welfare
discussions will dom-
inate the closing ses-
sions with a discussion
about reporting and preventing horse
injuries kicking off the afternoon on
December 11, and an update on in-
dustry initiatives concluding the sym-
posium. The Jockey Club is heavily
involved in both discussions.

This year’s annual luncheon has
shifted from offering a keynote ad-
dress to conducting an awards cer-

emony with the TPA
presenting trainer
Larry Jones with the
Big Spor t of Tur f-
dom award and the
RTIP presenting its
alumni and students

with various awards.
The symposium begins with the

inaugural Conference on Officiating
Horseracing. Other industry meet-
ings include an Association of Rac-
ing Commissioners International
Model Rules Committee meeting and
an International Tote Protocol meet-
ing.—Ed DeRosa

Symposium to address improving racing’s image
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