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Wallace slowly starting to rebuild after being

decimated by Classy Lane fire

By Dave Briggs

   The second morning after a barn fire killed 43 horses
Monday night (Jan. 4) at Classy Lane Stables in Puslinch,
ON, trainer Ben Wallace watched, heartbroken, as they
began to remove the charred remains from Barn 1.

   "Without a doubt it is
the worst nightmare you
can come across
because they were
helpless," said Wallace,
who lost all 17 horses
he had at Classy Lane.
"Today's the worst
because bodies are
being taken out of
there.
   "I was talking to a
fellow today who was
one of the first on the
site… I think he'll
probably live with it the
rest of his life."
Wallace, long one of
Canada's top trainers,
said he woke up the
second morning after
the blaze truly
frightened about what

lay ahead.
   "This is a new day for me. I got up and I had nothing to
do," Wallace said. "I was a little scared this morning
thinking, 'Just how is this all going to play out?'
   "Now my fright is changing from fear to a realization that
it's a new world."
Wallace not only lost all the horses he had at Classy Lane,
he lost all his equipment and many of his racing
mementoes, including a couple of Breeders Crown
trophies.
   "It's gone. I have nothing. I have nothing. I don't even
have a stopwatch. Nothing. Anything I owned going
forward, as far as my profession, is gone," Wallace told
NewsTalk 1010AM early Tuesday morning.
   The next day, Wallace told HRU, "There was a lot of stuff
in there - helmets, uniforms, stop watches, glasses, gloves,
everything you can imagine. I couldn't begin to train a horse
right now. I have no equipment… The keys to my trucks
were in my office and got melted. So, I couldn't move my
trucks at Classy Lane. Getting a key now for a truck is like
getting a key for the Space Shuttle."
   The Fire Marshall did find one of trainer's treasured
mementoes - two horseshoes belonging to his Triple

Crown-winning trainee Blissfull Hall. Wallace had them
mounted on a plaque and vows to display again.
   Otherwise, the man who will turn 67 at the end of January
is starting over with the two horses he had elsewhere, a
couple of two-year-olds he bought last fall at the Forest City
Yearling Sale.
   "You start at square one. Do you have horses? Yes, I've
got a couple I can start with. Can I house them? Yes. I'm
working on that. Equipment? I've been offered enough
equipment to open my own tack shop. Again, that's what
we're doing today is get all that started. As I get my help
back going, if I get enough horses in I'll hire accordingly
and away we'll go. My problem is I took a pretty good
financial hit. I bought some of my own and I lost them."
   Wallace said of his trainees that died, he believes only
$983,000-winning pacer Apprentice Hanover, owned by
Brad Grant of Milton, ON, was insured.
   "It gets cost prohibitive to (insure them). It really does,"
Wallace said.
By Thursday afternoon the Fire Marshall had not, yet,
released a cause for the fire that started around 11 p.m.
Monday night and quickly engulfed the entire barn.
   "They have some speculation as to where it might have
started," Wallace said. "How it might have started I don't
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Ron Burke called
Wallace to help

know. It's not my place to comment, but I think they have
an idea. It started, certainly, in the east end of the barn, but
after that they don't know how."
   Classy Lane, located about 20 minutes west of Mohawk
Racetrack, is one of Canada's premier standardbred
training centres. It opened in 2003. Wallace has had his
horses there since the five-barn facility opened and is
friends with Classy Lane's owner, Jamie Millier.
   "We lost a horse. Jamie and I were partnered on a horse
here. It's been tough on everybody," Wallace said.
   Millier said he was heartbroken by the loss of equine life
and the impact on the people that worked in that barn that
have now lost their livelihood.
   "It's totally devastating. It's changed 20 people's lives,"
said Millier, who rushed home from Florida when he heard
the news.
   "I got the phone call at 11 that night, the same time they
called the fire department," Millier said. "Fifteen minutes
after I got the phone call, my wife Barb was finding me a
flight. They couldn't find me a flight until noon, so I went in
at quarter to six this morning and waited on standby and
got on one. I got to the farm about 11:30."
   Early damage estimates, that include the approximate
value of the racehorses, have been pegged at between
$4-6 million. Barn 1 was also home to horses trained by
Roger Mayotte, Chantal Mitchell, Kris Di Cenzo, Dan
Lagace and Floyd Amos.
   "It's a very emotional thing. We're all horse lovers and the
first thing we think about when it happens is we're thinking

about the horses that were trapped in the barn and how
helpless they were… It's a heartbreaker for all of us,"
trainer Jack Darling said Tuesday. Darling is also stabled at
Classy Lane, but said fire fighters did an amazing job of
containing the blaze to one of the five barns.
   Wallace said the outpouring of support from the industry
been "unbelievable”. I've never had more opportunity than
I've had in the last two days as far as training horses going
forward. It's non-stop. I had two more today; two very
significant ones - Ron Burke and Erv Miller. They both
reached out to me to see if I needed something to get
ready for them for the spring."

   Burke confirmed Wednesday
that he called Wallace and
pledged to help.
   "My heart goes out to him,"
Burke said of Wallace. "It's the
time of the year when you're
looking to get off to a good start
and this is how your year starts?
It's just terrible."
   Burke said he found Wallace's
comment that he didn't even
have a stopwatch left
particularly poignant. "I thought,
'Wow. How would you like to
wake up and what you've been

doing for the last 30 years, or a lifetime, you can't do now?'
   "To me it would be the absolute worst thing. I can't even
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WEG drivers observed a minute of silence before
Woodbine’s Thursday card in honour of the horses that
died in the fire. (New Image Media)

imagine. Remember, it wasn't too long ago that we saw (a
barn fire) first hand at The Meadows. I saw what it did to
the people… We didn't lose any horses, but I saw it. It was
devastating to the people. Emotionally, too. It's not just a
financial loss."
   Burke not only is offering to send a horse or two to
Wallace, if needed, he's donating a percentage of his
stable's winnings from both the Friday and Saturday cards
at the Meadowlands - 2.5 per cent of his training
percentage and five per cent of any horse Burke Racing
owns.
   "If we don't do well, we'll just make the number higher. I
hope we do well, but I'm not giving zero," Burke said.
   Wallace said he knows there are some tough days
ahead, but he's not about to retire and walk away.
   "You don't retire out of this business. You just fall off a jog
cart someplace," he said.
   "Tomorrow will be a little tougher until I get my feet on the
ground and feel confident that what I'm doing is
progressive. It's kind of like going into a dark room just
waiting to get hit by somebody… Certainly when it's current
and the condolences and everything are coming in, you're
wrapped up in that. After that, people have to get back to
their own lives. They move on themselves. That's when
you're alone. That's when you have your own thoughts and
your own concerns and I think that's when most of us, if we
do have real trouble, we'll have trouble then.
   "If I stay active I'll be okay… I never have been any good
at downtime."

Offers of support flooding in for victims of

Classy Lane fire

By Dave Briggs

   Trainer Ben Wallace said he's overwhelmed by the
generosity of the industry, but he said the Central Ontario
Standardbred Association (COSA) the represents the
horsepeople that race on the Woodbine Entertainment
Group (WEG) circuit, "has been absolutely fantastic" in the
aftermath of the barn fire that killed 43 horses at Classy
Lane Stables in Puslinch, ON.
   "They reached out and all those caretakers are going to
get paid from our benevolence fund. So there's no concern
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for them financially," Wallace said.
   COSA also quickly started a GoFundMe campaign to
help fire victims that as of early Thursday evening had
already received pledges exceeding $130,000 in just two
days. Other GoFundMe campaigns have sprung up, as
well.
   Wallace and the other trainers impacted have been
offered equipment and horses to train. Wallace said he
even received an offer from a U.S. owner to fly any of
Wallace's caretakers to Florida to groom horses until the
horses are ready to ship to Wallace in Canada in the
spring.
   Owner Adriano Sorella of Milton, ON told Standardbred
Canada that he and trainer Tony Alagna  reached out to
Walsh Products and Pennsbury Enterprises to get a bulk
discount on purchasing new equipment for the fire victims.
Alagna called his contacts to raise pledge money to
purchase new jog carts and harnesses.
   The list of people offering support is too long to note fully
here, but Meadowlands Racetrack chairman Jeff Gural
donated $10,000 to the cause as part of an effort by
horsepeople to donate some of the proceeds of their
winnings from the Friday night card at the New Jersey
track.
   "I'm so glad the Meadowlands embraced it right off the
bat," said trainer Ron Burke. "We brought it up to them and
they were, 'Yeah, let's run with it.' Jeff (Gural) is a
compassionate person. I'm very happy about all that."
   WEG, which held a tribute to the equine victims during its

Thursday night card, also donated $10,000 to the cause.
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Mission Brief (Yannick Gingras - winning the
Elegantimage at Mohawk in 2015) should help make
2016 an exciting year in the older ranks. 
(New Image Media)

2016 could be a magical year in the older ranks

By Dean Towers

   Over the last few years the "Gural Rule" (in part) provided
the sport with a much-needed jolt of publicity. A reshuffling
of stakes money, along with the non-retirement of some
excellent three-year-olds, allowed for a deep, talented mix,
which was seen racing in the sports' major stakes from
early April, right through to the end of the season.
   The Gural Rule is gone now, but fortunately there's
something out of the ordinary in store for 2016. The horses
of the storybook variety - those the public tends to know
and watch - are not candidates for a stud farm. They will be
racing, and I think, we could all be in for something really
special.
   Great horses are born not made, and in the harness
racing dictionary that axiom could be accompanied with a
picture of Mission Brief. As a two-year-old, this greatness
was readily apparent, and each time she set foot on the
track we expected to be entertained. Her 150.3 jog at Red
Mile was just about the easiest world record you'll ever see,
and it was beyond eye-opening. If she raced the
three-year-old colts at two, an argument could've been
made that they would've been looking at her very fast
behind.
   Trotters - as any horsemen will tell you - can be a tough
lot, especially off a long layoff from two to three, or three to
four. The slightest tweak can turn in 1:55 horse into one
which can't break 2:00. Although it was nowhere near that

bad for the daughter of Muscle Hill at three, her slight
infirmities turned her from all-world, to simply the best in
the division. The year many expected - although a good
one, because she is, after all, a great horse - did not
happen.

   Almost a quarter century ago, a horse named Artsplace
won the two-year-old Breeders Crown in an electric time,
making the very good Die Laughing (among others) look
like they weren't in the same species. As a three-year-old,
Art was a lot like Mission Brief - good but not great. With
the layoff going into his four-year-old year (thank goodness
we got to see it), whatever was bugging him, whatever was 
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causing some of his issues, was removed. He went on to
win 16 races in 16 starts; some of them awe-inspiring.
   Will Mission Brief take the same path? Can she return to
her two-year-old soundness? Can she be more
professional and seasoned with another year of living life
under her belt? Can she not only beat, but soundly beat the
older males? Those questions will be answered in 2016,
and I for one am super-excited about her.
   Last season was a little bit less interesting for the older
male pacers. Retirements, some horses not coming back
very good at all, and injuries took their toll. The TVG Final -
usually one of the best and most lucrative races in the
calendar - had only six horses. Although Dr. Moore's State
Treasurer was good for most of the year, there really was
not a lot to talk about. 
   Late in the season that all changed. Always B Miki - the
talented Indiana-bred pacer - came off his second injury
and took the division by storm. Although he only raced only
four times as a four-year-old, he won all four (including the
Breeders Crown in what ended up being a training mile),
making 45 cents on the dollar at the windows look like
stealing. What might very well be the best pacer this sport
has seen since Somebeachsomewhere, will be returning
for 2016.
   What adds to the excitement Always B Miki brings,
however, is his potential competition.
   Freaky Feet Pete raced for most of the year in Indiana,
and some of the folks in the sport surmised that when the
son of Rockin Image met open stock he would be exposed
as a good sires stakes horse, and not much else. Pete
pretty much laid that to rest, not only winning his
elimination of the Breeders Crown impressively, but
winning the final from almost an impossible spot on a track
rated two seconds off. Freaky indeed.
   Every good horse - dare we say great - needs another
good horse as his or her counterpart and Pete certainly has
that in Wiggle It Jiggleit. In terms of raw speed and talent,
the two were inseparable, and Wiggle It displayed some
serious chops of his own, winning the Little Brown Jug in a
race for the ages as well as many other major open stakes.
No, he is not the most well-bred horse out there. No, he is
not the slickest gaited, but he is as tough as nails and
blessed with amazing God-given speed.
   Both Freaky Feet Pete and Wiggle It Jiggleit will be
racing in 2016. A case can be made they are the finest two
pacers to graduate to race at four in a long while; with
apologies to McArdle and Art Major, A Rocknroll Dance and
Pet Rock, among others.
   If Always B Miki, Pete and Wiggle It all come back sound
and sharp, I am pretty sure the edge goes to the Takter
trainee because he is just so fast, but the two graduating
three-year-olds will certainly make him work for it.  It is
perhaps the most compelling storyline in the sport for the
upcoming year, especially with the two-year-old pacers and
trotters devoid of a real star. 
   There are many people in the sport - and I consider
myself a part of this group - who believe good horses,
competing in deep fields in the older division helps harness
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racing leaps and bounds. Despite all of the sports'
 problems, and all the factions and infighting, we all love
watching great standardbreds race.  Having horses like
Freaky Feet Pete, Always B Miki, Wiggle It Jiggleit and
Mission Brief racing in 2016 is a tremendous asset. The
month of May can't come soon enough.

Harness racing wagering up in NA in 2015

   Both the U.S. Trotting Association and Standardbred
Canada report total wagering on harness racing in North
America was up in 2015 compared with 2014.

   Total wagering on
harness racing at U.S.
tracks in 2015 surpassed
$1.5 billion, a 1.02 per
cent increase over the
2014 total of $1.497
million. However, per-race
wagering in the U.S.
declined 3.86 per cent
from $39,306 to $37,789,
a difference of $1,517.
   Wagering on Canadian
racing was more than

$460 million in 2015, an increase of 10 per cent from $418
million in 2014. There were 12,899 pari-mutuel races in
Canada for the year, making the per race handle average
$35,827, a figure that is a 13.35 per cent increase over
2014's average of $31,608.
   Total purses in the U.S. increased $15.4 million (3.79 per
cent) in 2015 from just over $408 million to nearly $423
million. Race days in the U.S. were up 53 days - from 3,695
to 3,748.
Canadian purses rose $10 million, in total, in 2015 - from
$110 million to $120 million.

Date set for the 2016 World Harness

Handicapping Championship 

Courtesy of The Meadowlands
   On April 30, 2016 the top horseplayers in North America
will compete for over $50,000 in prize money* in the 2016
World Harness Handicapping Championship, at
Meadowlands Racing & Entertainment in East Rutherford,
NJ.   

   The WHHC qualifiers
at Meadowlands
Racing &
Entertainment are set
for Jan. 23, Feb. 22,
March 19 and April 2.   
   The Meadowlands’
January 23 qualifier
has a $100 total fee
($50 entry plus a $50

real-money bankroll).  The format requires players to bet a
minimum of $5 (no maximum) on 10 Meadowlands races. 
Complete rules and entry form are available at
PlayMeadowlands.com.  The qualifier winner will earn a
spot in the WHHC with prize money to be paid out to the
Top 5 finishers.   The qualifier brochure can be downloaded
here.
   The World Harness Handicapping Championship
(WHHC) is a one-day tournament, with a welcome
reception the evening prior.  Players may earn a seat in the
WHHC through a qualifying event at a partner wagering
outlet or through direct buy-in ($800).  
   In addition to the Meadowlands, Hawthorne Race
Course, Tioga Downs and Vernon Downs are conducting
WHHC qualifiers.  A complete list of participating outlets
and qualifier dates can be found at
PlayMeadowlands.com.
   For more information on how to become a WHHC partner
outlet or sponsor, contact Rachel Ryan, Marketing
Manager, Meadowlands Racing & Entertainment
(raryan@playmeadowlands.com) 

HAVE SOMETHING TO GET OFF YOUR
CHEST?
Send a Letter to the Editor of Harness Racing Update at:

editor@harnessracingupdate.com
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