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New Orleans  
Fair Grounds  

150 YEARS 
by Myra Lewyn

Perhaps racing’s most persistent survivor throughout its 150 years, New Orleans’ inner city racetrack Fair 
Grounds has overcome fires, floods, war, bankruptcies, and hurricanes, including Katrina in 2005, to main-

tain its position as an important winter racing center. Many champions have made their way around the historic 
oval. Located just two miles from the French Quarter, the track has preserved the uniquely special Southern 
charms that have beckoned horsemen, horseplayers, and horse lovers all through its long history, which actually 
began 20 years earlier than its formal 1872 opening as Fair Grounds.

1852 
Union Course on site of present-
day Fair Grounds opens April 
14.. Its main entrance was 
Gentilly and Bayou Roads. 
James L. Imlay is proprietor. 
Approximately one-mile away 
at the intersection of Gentilly 
Road and Elysian Fields on the 
Ponchartrain Railroad, is the 
Louisiana Course, which inau-
gurated racing in 1838 and is 
often incorrectly described as 
the predecessor to Fair Grounds. 

1853 
Famed Kentucky racehorse 
Lexington defeats prominent 
racemare Sallie Waters 
December 2 in two straight 
three-mile heats their $8,500 
match race at Union Course, not 
the Metairie Course as recorded 
in the American Turf Register. 
Sallie Waters was favored 2-1 
as Lexington was said to be 
“amiss”, but she was distanced 
in the second heat on a very 
heavy track. 

1854-1855 
Series of nationally prominent 
match races between Lexington 
and Louisiana-owned Lecomte 
at Metairie Course.  

 1857 
Unable to compete with nearby 
Metairie, Union Course ceases 
operations, but reopens as 
Creole Course under auspices of 
the Metairie Trotting and Pacing 
Club. 
 



1859 
Track’s gatehouses, resembling 
little cottages, are built at 
Gentilly Road entrance. 
Designed by prominent New 
Orleans architect James Gallier 
Jr. they were constructed for the 
Mechanics and Agricultural 
Fair. 
 1861 
Metairie closes at the onset of 
the Civil War and serves for a 
short time as the site of Camp 
Walker to organize and train 
recruits for the Confederate 
Army. Camp is abandoned in 
May for Camp Moore in 
Tangipahoa Parish. 
 1863 
Creole Course evolves into the 
Mechanics’ and Agricultural 
Fairgrounds and is leased for 
the duration of the Civil War by 
several promoters offering 
Thoroughbred, trotting, and 
Quarter Horse races, as well as 
cavalry races between Union 
soldiers. Bull and bear fights, 
boxing, and baseball games are 
also held. 
 1865-1871 
Metairie Course reorganizes 
with plans to resume racing. 
Course is rebuilt and races from 
1867-1872. A rift develops 
between older and younger 
members of the Metairie Jockey 
Club, with the latter forming a 
new association, the Louisiana 
Jockey Club, and planning 
spring and fall meets at exten-
sively renovated Fair Grounds. 
Directors include Gustav 
Breaux of the Louisiana Lottery, 
and John A. Morris, whose 
father, Francis, was an owner 
with Leonard Jerome of Jerome 
Park in New York. The younger 
Morris eventually opened 
Morris Park in New York. 

Meanwhile Metairie Course, 
founded 1838, is sold and con-
verted to a cemetery. 
 1872 
Louisiana Jockey Club hosts 
inaugural meet April 13. 
General George Custer is 
among owners with a stable of 
runners. Attendees included the 
Grand Duke Alexis of Russia. 
Impressionist artist Edgar 
Degas, known for painting races 
scenes, is frequent visitor at 
spring and fall meetings. 
 
 1877 
Reconstruction era ends and 
federal occupation ceases April 
24. 
 1879 
Louisiana Jockey Club is beset 
by financial woes, disbands. 
 1880 
New Louisiana Jockey Club is 
formed and led by former 
Metairie Jockey Club members 
Col. Robert Simms and G.W. 
Nott. $75,000 is raised to buy 
the track. Former U.S. President 
Ulysses S. Grant attends spring 
meeting. 
 1883 
A post parade is witnessed for 
first time at Fair Grounds. Pari-
mutel wagering is introduced. 
 1886 
Famed Louisiana horseman 
Duncan Kenner named presi-
dent of New Louisiana Jockey 
Club. 

1887 
Management of Fair Grounds is 
taken over by partnership of 
sportsman Leon Lamothe and 
well-known starter J.F. 
Caldwell. A school for jockeys 
is opened at the track. 
 1889 
Tod Sloan, later of Racing Hall 
of Fame member famed for his 
monkey crouch riding style, 
rides first race of career January 
11 at track; finally wins first 
race March 6.  
 1893 
First 100-day meeting. Race 
results charts appear in newspa-
pers for first time. Owner ranks 
include Pat Garrett, the man 
who killed outlaw Billy The 
Kid. 
 1894 
Crescent City Derby, forerunner 
of the Louisiana Derby, run for 
first time. 
 1896 
New starting devices tried: elas-
tic netting about two-feet wide 
suspended on uprights on both 
sides of track.  
 1898 
Track converted to U.S. Army 
Camp Foster during summer for 
Spanish American War maneu-
vers.  
 1899 
Steeplechase course laid out, 
complete with water jumps. 
Three years later course is oblit-
erated. 
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1902 
Grandstand enlarged during 
summer. Frank James, brother 
of outlaw Jesse James, is named 
betting commissioner for Sam 
Hildreth, owner of the largest 
racing stable at the track. Three-
time Kentucky Derby winning 
jockey Jimmy Winkfield is 
among the jockey colony. 
 1905 
Race meeting at nearby City 
Park begins in direct competi-
tion with Fair Grounds. 
 

1907 
Matt Winn is sent down from 
Louisville by American Turf 
Association to mediate racing 
conflicts in New Orleans, acting 
as general manager of both Fair 
Grounds and City Park. When 
betting horses is outlawed in 
Missouri, 5,000-seat grandstand 
from Union Park racetrack in St. 
Louis is shipped to Fair 
Grounds and reassembled. 
 1908 
Matt Winn returns to Kentucky 
and soon becomes manager of 
New Louisville Jockey Club 
(Churchill Downs). Locke Law 
brings end to racing in New 
Orleans for seven years. 
 1915 
Racing resumes at Fair Grounds 
January 1 under the auspices of 
the Businessmen’s Racing 
Association. Well-known racing 
official Joseph A. Murphy is 
general manager. Useeit, even-
tually the dam of Black Gold, 
sets six-furlong track record of 
1:12 on January 30. 
 1916 
Soon-to-be-great filly Pan 
Zareta makes local debut 
January 7. 
  

1917 
Jefferson Park opens in adjoin-
ing Jefferson Parish. 
 1918 
Pan Zareta, winner of 76 races 
and known as “Queen of the 
Turf”, dies of pneumonia in her 
stall at Fair Grounds on January 
19 and is buried in the infield. 
She was inducted into Racing 
Hall of Fame. First New 
Orleans Handicap is run and 
won by Hauberk. On the morn-
ing of December 28, grand-
stands destroyed by fire. 
 

1919 
Three days after fire burned 
down grandstand, workmen 
have temporary facility ready 
January 1 for 53-day meet. 
Later, the grandstand from 
short-lived City Park racetrack, 
designed by New Orleans archi-
tect Rathbone de Buys, is relo-
cated to Fair Grounds.  
 1923 
Mrs. Rosa Hoots’ Black Gold 
wins at first asking in three-fur-
long dash January. 
 1924 
Black Gold wins Louisiana 
Derby. 
 1925 
Gambler and Thoroughbred 
owner Colonel E. R. Bradley 
becomes owner of Fair Grounds 
and orders the building of new 
stables and clubhouse. 
 1928 
Black Gold, winner of 
Kentucky Derby and an eventu-
al Racing Hall of Fame mem-
ber, breaks down during run-
ning of the Salome Purse on 
January 28 and is buried in the 
infield. Colonel Bradley spon-
sors introduction of another 
mechanical starting gate. 

1932 
Amidst Great Depression, track 
is leased to group of Chicagoans 
headed by J.C. Schank. 
 1934 
A syndicate headed by Robert 
S. Eddy Jr. and associates, oper-
ators of Jefferson Park, acquires 
Fair Grounds for $375,000.  
 1940 
The Louisiana State Racing 
Commission is established. Fair 
Grounds ownership sells the 
track to real estate developers 
who plan to convert the track to 
a subdivision. 
 1941 
Fair Grounds goes on auction 
block January 2 but is saved 
from destruction by Sylvester 
W. Labrot Jr., who armed with a 
30-day option later purchased 
by William G. Helis, puts 
together a group of New 
Orleans horsemen and business-
men that form the Fair Grounds 
Corp. Investors include John S. 
Letellier, Anthony Pelleteri, and 
Herbert J. Schwartz. The Fair 
Grounds Breeders and Racing 
Association is formed to over-
see racing. 
 1942 
Whirlaway, the 1941 Triple 
Crown winner, captures the 
inaugural Louisiana Handicap in 
front of 20,000 fans. His 
appearance at Fair Grounds was 
part of World War II relief 
efforts developed by the newly 
established Thoroughbred 
Racing Associations.  
 1945 
Racing ends in mid-meet as a 
directive from the War 
Mobilization Department calls 
for all racetracks to shut down 
by January 3. 
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1947 
Racing strip is rebuilt. 
 1950 
Jockey Bill Shoemaker rides the 
final month of the year at Fair 
Grounds en route to his first 
national riding title.  
 1958 
Mrs. Joe W. Brown’s Tenacious 
wins the New Orleans Handicap 
and repeats the victory the fol-
lowing year. 
 1960 
Tenacious becomes first horse 
to win the Louisiana Handicap 
three times. 
 1971 
Fair Grounds Hall of Fame is 
established. Jefferson Downs in 
nearby Kenner opens after the 
old Jefferson Downs is 
destroyed in Hurricane Besty.  
 1972 
Track hosts New Orleans Jazz 
and Heritage Festival for first 
time. Scheduled performers 
include B. B. King, Dizzy 
Gillespie, Art Blakey, 
Thelonious Monk. 
 1975 
Master Derby caps a yearlong 
rivalry with Colonel Power and 
Honey Mark by defeating those 
two in the Louisiana Derby 
(G2). He goes on to win the 
Preakness Stakes (G1). 

1977 
New Orleanian Louie Roussel 
III purchases Fair Grounds. 

1977-1978 
John Henry makes nine starts 
and places twice during the sea-
son, earning $2,663 before 
going on to Horse of the Year 
honors in 1981 and 1984.  
 1979 
Calumet Farm’s Davona Dale 
wins Debutante Stakes and two 
races later the Kentucky Oaks 
(G1). Champion 3-year-old filly 
that season, she eventually is 
inducted into Racing Hall of 
Fame. 
 1981 
Stall-Wilson turf course 
installed. 
 1982 
Eclipse Award-winning 2-year-
old filly of 1981 Before Dawn 
wins Fair Grounds Oaks (G3) 
March 27.  
 1983-1984 
Jockey Randy Romero, in win-
ning his third Fair Grounds rid-
ing title, sets a track record of 
181 victories. Beloved Erath, 
Louisiana native, who died in 
2019 after a long battle with ill-
ness, was inducted into Racing 
Hall of Fame in 2010. 
 1984 
Wild Again, the inaugural 
Breeders’ Cup Classic (G1) 
winner that year, landed his first 
career stakes victory in the New 
Orleans Handicap (G2) March 
18. 
 1986 
Tiffany Lass wins Fair Grounds 
Oaks (G3) March 22 en route to 
Eclipse Award as champion 3-
year-old filly. 
 1988 
Louie Roussel III and Ronnie 
Lamarque’s Risen Star wins the 
Louisiana Derby (G3) March 
13. A hometown hero through-

out the year’s Triple Crown 
series, the son of Secretariat was 
a tough-luck third in the 
Kentucky Derby (G1) but won 
the Preakness (G1) and Belmont 
Stakes (G1), the latter by 14½ 
lengths. He is the season’s 
Eclipse Award winner as cham-
pion 3-year-old male. 
 1989 
Colorful Fair Grounds publicist 
Allen ''Black Cat'' LaCombe 
dies. The track opened in July 
just so the hearse carrying him 
to the cemetery could circle the 
oval.  
 1990 
Fair Grounds is sold; the Krantz 
family, owners of Jefferson 
Downs in Kenner, purchase 
controlling stock from the 
Roussel group for a reported 
$25 million. 
 1991 
Fair Grounds on December 7 
hosts first Louisiana Champions 
Day for Louisiana-breds. 

 1993 
After the day’s race card 
December 17, a seven-alarm fire 
destroys historic grandstand that 
evening. With track president 
Bryan Krantz leading a round-
the-clock effort for 19 days, 
temporary facilities are erected 
and racing continues for the 
meet’s remaining 60 days.  
 1994 
Construction begins in July on a 
new $27.5 million 

Louie Roussel III
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grandstand/clubhouse project.  
 1995 
Concern, winner of the previous 
year’s Breeders’ Cup Classic 
(G1), wins New Orleans 
Handicap (G2). 
 1996 
Grindstone captures the 
Louisiana Derby (G3) and then 
takes the Kentucky Derby (G1), 
a double not achieved since 
Black Gold achieved it in 1924.  
 1997 
Blushing K. D. won the Davona 
Dale Stakes and Fair Grounds 
Oaks (G3) before taking home 
the lilies in the Kentucky Oaks 
(G1). 
 1999 
Eventual Kentucky Derby (G1) 
and Preakness (G1) winner Real 
Quiet, 1998 champion 3-year-
old male, made his 4-year-old 
debut in the New Orleans 
Handicap (G3). Both 2-year-old 
Eclipse Award winners of 1998, 
Silverbulletday and Answer 
Lively, started their 3-year-old 
campaigns at Fair Grounds. 
 2002-2003 
Eventual Kentucky Derby (G1) 
winners, War Emblem and 
Funny Cide, each started at Fair 
Grounds in prep races. 
 2003 
Fair Grounds files for Chapter 
11 bankruptcy after a judge 
ruled in favor of Louisiana 
horsemen in a lawsuit over 
video poker revenues. Fair 
Grounds President Bryan Krantz 
said the track’s bankruptcy fil-
ing was necessary because the 
more than $100-million amount 
of the court judgment exceeded 
the track's value. Mervin Muniz 
Jr., racing secretary from 1973, 
dies at age 60. 

 2004 
Churchill Downs Inc. finalizes 
the $47-million purchase of Fair 
Grounds, ending local owner-
ship of the New Orleans land-
mark. Along with the track, CDI 
also acquired Video Services 
Inc. and Fair Grounds’ 10 off-
track betting (OTB) parlors. 
 2005 
Hurricane Katrina devastates 
much of New Orleans in late 
August. Fair Grounds grand-
stand was severely damaged in 
high winds. The scheduled 83-
day 2005-2006 meet was can-
celed. Louisiana Downs steps 
up to host an abbreviated 37-
day Fair Grounds meet in 
Bossier City. The Louisiana 
Derby (G2), which annually 
anchors the Fair Grounds meet, 
is not run for the first time since 
1940-1942 during World War 
II. 
 2008 
Fair Grounds opens a permanent 
slot-machine gaming facility 
with more than 600 of the 
newest reel and video games. 
 2009 
Rachel Alexandra captured the 
Fair Grounds Oaks (G2) before 
landing the Kentucky Oaks (G1) 
and beating males in the 
Preakness Stakes (G1). She 
earned Eclipse Awards as 2009 
Horse of the Year and champion 
3-year-old filly and was induct-

ed into Racing Hall of Fame in 
2016. 
 2010 
The Louisiana Derby (G2) was 
moved to the final Saturday in 
March where it now serves as a 
final prep for the Kentucky 
Derby (G1).  
 2011 
The purse for the Louisiana 
Derby (G2), an important 
Kentucky Derby (G1) prep race, 
was raised to $1 million. Rosie 
Napravnik is first female to land 
track’s riding title after earning 
110 wins. 
 2016 
Gun Runner, winner of the 2016 
Louisiana Derby (G2) and Risen 
Star Stakes (G2), went on to 
four Grade 1 wins in 2017, 
including the Breeders’ Cup 
Classic (G1) and was voted the 
season’s Eclipse Awards as 
Horse of the Year and champion 
older dirt male. 
 2021 
A barn at Fair Grounds saw 
extensive damage in Hurricane 
Ida, 16 years to the day after 
Hurricane Katrina, also August 
29, which also collapsed the tote 
board and damaged the jockeys’ 
room. No people or horses were 
on the property at the time of 
the storm. 
 
So marks Fair Grounds’ 150th 

anniversary in 2021-2022. The 
track announces 59 stakes worth a 
combined $7.795 million, up more 
than $600,000 from last season, to 
be offered during the 80-day 
Thoroughbred meet, set to begin on 
its traditional opening day, 
Thanksgiving Day, this year on 
November 25. 

Mervin Muniz and Bryan Krantz


