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Toronto, ON --- In an age when it is becoming an endangered
species, it’s nice to know that harness racing is still alive and well
at a few of Ontario’s fall fairs.

Once upon a time, harness racing was a vital ingredient in the
heady autumnal mix of carnival rides, heavy horse hitches, cattle
shows, sheep shearing, giant pumpkin-weighing, prize-winning
jams and quilts, cotton candy and candy apples, in small towns
across the province.

But although most of these other activities have survived into the
21st century, the harness tracks which circle many of Ontario’s fairgrounds are,
more and more often, devoid of trotting or pacing action on the annual fair
weekends.

Harness racing at the fairs has been a victim of a dwindling audience, a shortage
of funding, and often, indifference on the part of a Fair Board of Directors who
weren’t weaned on harness racing and see it as an expensive and complicated
entertainment next to, say, the lure of a demolition derby.

Some of our ancestors must have foreseen this possibility looming in the distant
future. In tiny Wallacetown, Ontario, for example, the continuance of harness
racing is actually written into the constitution of the fair, according to race
secretary John Lilley.

“The folks who donated the land for the fairgrounds stipulated that harness
racing always be part of the fair,” he says, “and it has been since 1875. This year
we’re celebrating the 150th anniversary of the fair, and the 135th anniversary of
harness racing here.”

The fact that the Wallacetown fairgrounds maintains a training facility, bringing in
year-round income, is probably of some comfort to the current Board of
Directors, however much they might wish to replace Standardbreds with
lawnmower racing. The arrangement also ensures the track is in good shape for
its one-day influx of race entries.

Wallacetown, on the northern shore of Lake Erie, is the final leg on the
Southwestern Ontario fair circuit, and will feature a card of three races, with two
heats each, on Saturday, October 2.

That circuit has been steadily shrinking, and now includes only two other fairs:
Leamington, in June, and Forest, Ontario, on September 25. The Simcoe fair,
which used to offer two afternoons of racing, dropped out this year, and other
fairs like Rodney, Ridgetown, and Melbourne, which used to offer harness racing,
have also been lost in recent years. But there’s hope on the horizon, Lilley says.

“The revitalization program proposed by Standardbred Canada (the Ontario
Racing Development and Sustainability Plan) includes some funding to help
revitalize the fair circuit. I’m hoping that with a little cash infusion some of those
other fairs will be back on board next year.”

So what sort of racing can fans expect on Wallacetown’s half-mile oval?

“We get a lot of older claimers, who do the fair circuit and the cheaper claiming
races at tracks like Dresden and Woodstock,” Lilley says. “And we have a maiden
race because some trainers like to bring their babies out to race at the fair
before they go to the bigger tracks. We have limited stabling, so we can only
really accommodate three sets of horses for the afternoon -- and in any case, we
have a time limit because we have to start getting the track ready for the tractor
pull at 5 p.m.!
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“The two heats makes it worth their while (to come), and a lot of people just
really like the atmosphere of fair racing. It’s very relaxed. You can send the kids
off to the midway while you’re racing.”

Top purse for the day will be C$600.

“With two heats you have the potential for C$1,200, and there’s also a cooler for
the winner and a halter for the second-place horse,” Lilley says. “We have full
fields every year, and we always get a good crowd.

“It’s a very traditional thing at our fair.”

Editor's Note: The views contained in this column are that of the author alone,
and do not necessarily represent the opinions or views of the United States
Trotting Association.
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