
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BY JIM JENNINGS 

(Reprinted from THE QUARTER HORSE JOURNAL) 

Rillito Race Track at Tucson, 

Arizona, could actually be called the 

birthplace of a sport ï the sport of 

racing Quarter Horses as we know it 

today.  It was here that most all of the 

innovations used in Quarter racing 

were initiated, and it was here that 

most all of the old Quarter racing 

ñgreatsò started running. 

   Rillito was built in 1943 as a 

matter of necessity. Local horsemen 

had been running their horses on the 

Hacienda Moltaqua Race Track, 

owned by R.C. ñBobò Locke, since 

1941, but when it sold, a new location 

had to be found.   J. Rukin Jelks, who 

was one of the operators of the 

Moltaqua track, had a training track in 

his backyard, and he volunteered it for 

the use of the horsemen.  This was 

located on the banks of the Rillito 

River, and it was here that Rillito Race 

Track was founded. 

 

But letôs go back a minute.  Of 

course, racing Quarter Horses was 

not started in Tucson by these 

gentlemen.  That is a sport that that 

is almost as old as America itself, 

beginning early in the Colonial 

periods.  But there was a period of 

time, following this beginning and 

prior to the early 1940ôs, that 

racing the Quarter Horse was not 

very popular.  He was a cow horse, 

and was being bred primarily as 

such.  It was at this time that a 

group in southern Arizona began to 

try to bring back the speed in the 

Quarter Horse, and formed an 

organization known s the Southern 

Arizona Horse Breedersô 

Association.  Bob Locke, who 

owned Moltaqua, was president of 

the association, and Rukin Jelks 

was vice-president.  These two, 

along with Melvin H. Haskell and  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A.M. ñJakeò Meyer, comprised 

the ñFour Horsemenò and they 

probably did more than anyone 

else in furthering the sport of 

Quarter racing.  Their motto was, 

ñAn ounce of performance is 

worth a pound of hot air,ò and 

they proved it. 

  Lockeôs Hacienda Moltaqua 

was a half-mile oval track that 

had literally been scraped out of 

the desert.  It had two chutes, one 

for an eighth and one for a 

quarter-mile, and the Quarter 

races were held on the back 

stretch, finishing at a special 

judgeôs stand that had been 

erected at the quarter pole.  Nine 

race meetings were held in 1941, 

the year the track was built, 

including the First Annual 

Quarter Horse Speed Trials.  In 

1942, 15 meetings were held, and 

in 1943, racing was held almost 

every Sunday afternoon.  At least 

three races for Quarter Horses 

were offered each day. One of the 

main emphases was on running 

clean races, and they developed 

the rules accordingly.   

 

In the 1943 supplement of 

Racing Quarter Horses, Mel 

Haskell wrote, ñUnder our rules 

for the straightaway course, each 

horse must run straight from the 

position he starts in so as not to 

bump or in any way interfere 

with another horse.  The track is 

surfaced lightening fast, and 

dragged just before important 

races so that the tracks can help 

tell the story if a horse should 

swerve from his lane.  This type 

of racing puts the greatest 

possible emphasis on the speed 

of the horse.ò 

   Haskell also elaborated on the 

ease of clean starts by using ñthe 

modern six-stall, closed starting 

gate,ò saying that in straightaway 

races, the start was half the race. 

It was at Moltaqua that Haskell 

developed the system of 

handicapping by weight, saying, 

ñAt Tucson we have adopted a 

system of graded handicaps with 

a scale of weights assigned 

within the two top grades.ò 

 

   Over 100 Quarter Horses 

competed during the three years 

of racing at Moltaqua, including 

many racing notables.  Shue Fly 

made her first appearance at 

Moltaqua on December 7, 1941, 

where she was matched for a 

quarter against Clabber, who was 

world champion at the time.  She 

won by a length. 

   Then at the end of the 1942-43 

season, Locke sold Hacienda 

Moltaqua, and a move became 

necessary. Jelks then volunteered 

the use of the training track on 

his stud farm, and the 1943-44 

season opened on the new Rillito 

Track. 

   Quoting again from Haskell 

again, in the 1944 edition of 

Racing Quarter Horses,  ñFrom 

a horsemanôs point of view, the 

track itself is ideal ï it may well 

be considered a model Quarter 

Track with its 3/8 mile long 

straightaway and ½ mile oval.  

Although the soft footing and 10 

foot rise in the chute keep it from 

being very fast, it is an easy track 

on horses.  Not one horse pulled 

up lame because of track 

conditions last season and the 

well drained sandy soil insures 

good going even during a rain.  

Quarter races are run on the 

straightaway from 1 to 3 furlongs 

ï middle distance races around 

two turns from 4½  to 7 furlongs 

ï long distance races around four 

turns from 1 mile 1/10 to 1 mile 

3/8.ò  Van Smelker, who 

worked for Rillito while he was 

going to college in Tucson, and 

formerly head of the old 

Performance Department of the 

American Racing Association, 

which at that time, included 

racing, said that Haskell  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

actually initiated the American 

Quarter Racing Association.  

This association was to assume 

responsibility for regulating 

Quarter racing, registering (for 

racing purposes only) all horses 

competing at member tracks, and 

recording the descriptions, 

breeding and performance of all 

racing Quarter Horses.  Smelker 

said that income was derived 

through registering the horses 

and through dues paid by the 

tracks, which amounted to one 

dollar per head for every horse 

that started.  Van noted that the 

real reason for forming the 

AQRA was to keep ringers from 

running, and to put racing on an 

organized basis.  He said that this 

was also the beginning of 

keeping charts on running horses. 

   Van said those early days at 

Rillito were exciting to say the 

least.  He noted, ñWe had a 660-

yard straightaway and a half-mile 

oval track.  The finish line was 

almost to the turn, and many 

horses jumped the rail instead of 

taking the turn.  This was helped 

a lot though, by banking the turn 

so a horse would take it 

naturally.  ñAlso,ò he continued, 

ñthe track width on the 

straightaway was 45 feet.  But 

then on the turn, the track 

narrowed to 30 feet.  It was 

pretty hair-raising to watch a 

group of horses go into that turn.  

I never did mind being a steward 

on the Quarter Horse races, 

because I could always close my 

eyes or look away after they 

crossed the finish line, and I 

didnôt have to watch them try to 

take that turn.ò  Van said 

that the scales for the jockeys 

were a set of bathroom scales in 

one location and a set of feed 

 

scales in another place.  He said 

that on rainy days the 

management would pitch a tent 

for them. 

   The track was still owned by 

Jelks, and the infield is where he 

kept many of his mares with 

foals.  Often races were being 

run on the track, while in the 

infield weanlings would be 

running around and playing, 

oblivious to what was going on 

around them. Rillito was actually 

a testing ground for many of the 

ides that are taken for granted on 

todayôs tracks.  They ran 

futurities, derbies and stake 

races, they were the first track to 

get pari-mutuel wagering, and 

were the first to experiment with 

using weight to handicap races.  

Rillito had the first photo-

electric timer, and as such, was 

the first to have a photo of a 

clock on the race strip. 

   Smelker explained this, ñWe 

got a high speed clock that we 

placed next to the track, right 

on the finish line.  Then we 

mounted a movie camera up in 

the judgeôs stand, and aimed it 

at the finish line.  I was up in 

the judgeôs stand keeping time, 

so I would put the switch to the 

clock in one hand and the 

camera switch in the other.  

Then, I would start the clock 

when the horses started, and 

when they got close to the 

finish line, I would start the 

camera and leave it running 

until all horses had crossed the 

line.ò 

   Van said that they would then 

develop the film and look at it 

frame by frame.  When they 

came to the frame where a 

horseôs nose touched the finish 

line, they simply looked at the 

clock, which was also in the 

picture, and determined how 

much time had elapsed.  It 

was during this time, a period 

that lasted ten years, that 

Tucson became known as the 

Quarter Horse capital of the 

world, and it was a reputation 

that was well earned.  The  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

tracks, first at Moltaqua, and 

then at Rillito, were drawing 

horses from coast to coast, and 

they were the top running 

horses in the U.S.  Included on 

the list were Stella Moore, 

Miss Panama, Hard Twist, Bart 

B S, Piggin String, Shue Fly, 

Queenie, Clabber, Joe Reed II, 

Squaw H, Barbara L, Joe Tom, 

Joe Hancock, Waggonerôs 

Rainy Day and Nobodies 

Friend, and these are just a 

very few of the old racing 

ñgreatsò that came the 

straightaway at the Tucson 

tracks. 

   Many races that are still 

talked about today were run at 

Moltaqua and Rillito, and six 

of the track records currently 

standing at Rillito were set in 

the 40ôs and 50ôs.  Perhaps one 

of the most remembered races 

happened on February 18, 

1942, when four contenders 

went to the gates for the 

Worldôs Championship 

Quarter.  The purse was 

$1,000, and the four horses 

were Shue Fly, Clabber, Joe 

Tom and Nobodies Friend.  

These four were easily the 

greatest sprinters of that 

season.  Shue Fly was the 

favorite, as no horse in the race 

was conceded a chance to 

outrun her unless she fell down 

ï which is what she did.  

   As the gates flew open, the 

mareôs owner, Bob Burris, was 

standing just behind her with 

his hat.  This startled her so, 

that Shue Fly fell to her knees.  

But the jockey stayed on, 

hauled the mare to her feet, and 

took off, a full seven lengths 

behind the field. 

 

 
In the excited crowd were people 

from 14 states, and all were 

shouting encouragement.  And 

Shue Fly responded, as she 

began to level out and try to 

catch the three horses in front of 

her.  No one would ever have 

given her a chance, with 

everyone sure she was too far 

back to make it.  But there was 

no quit in her, and she did make 

it, not only catching the pack but 

leaving it behind to come 

through on the rail, passing 

Nobodies Friend (which had run 

straight and true) to win by a 

nose, equaling her record of the 

previous year.  The crowd went 

wild!  

   But even though all these 

horses were runners, and are 

remembered today as runners, 

many of them were also cow 

horses, and often they would 

spend all day, the day before a 

race, working cattle, and then be 

hauled several hundred miles 

that night to race the next day.  

And they might run two or three 

races in a single afternoon.  But 

still they were cow horses, as 

Haskell noted in his 1944 edition  

of Racing Quarter Horses,  

ñClaiming races wonôt work, 

since most Quarter Horses have 

a higher value as cow horses 

than they do as race horses.ò 

   But this era at Rillito began to 

come to an end in the early 

1950ôs, as Jelks sold the track.  

During the next 15 years it 

changed hands several times, 

and at one period was entirely a 

Thoroughbred track, finally 

going completely idle.  While it 

was down, the track ownership 

was presented to the county, and 

here the story of the new Rillito  

Race Track begins. 

   In 1970 the track was lying 

idle and Southern Arizona 

International Livestock 

Association (SAILA) decided to 

try and bring it back.  They 

leased it from the county, 

obtained their racing dates, and 

opened for business.  Harold 

Thurber, executive director and 

general manager of SAILA, 

explained, ñOur association 

goes back a long ways.  We 

wanted a livestock show in the  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

southern part of the state, so we 

formed SAILA and took over 

the fair.  And we also have a 

Quarter Horse show each year.ò  

Thurber noted that SAILAôs 

membership includes about 150 

persons, all of whom are 

interested in livestock, and that 

the ñinternationalò part of the 

name comes from the fact that it 

includes the state of Sonora in 

Mexico.   

   Today Rillito still sits on the 

banks of the Rillito River, but a 

modern plant has completely 

replaced the old track that Van 

Smelker and many of the others 

remember so well.  Now there is 

a partially enclosed grandstand 

that seats 3,000 patrons, and a 

fully enclosed clubhouse that 

seats another 650 race fans.  

Total track capacity on race day 

is more than 7,500 people. 

   The manager of the track is 

Richard Thompson.  He noted 

that although Rillito has not lost 

the western flavor for which it 

has been noted for so many 

years, it is certainly not an 

antiquated track.  Instead, it 

ranks well with many of the 

Quarter tracks of the nation. 

Richard said that the track today 

is five-eighths mile oval with a 

550-yard straightaway, and in 

addition to the modern 

clubhouse, offices and 

grandstand, they have stalls for 

500 horses.  He added that they 

currently have about 1,000 

horses running, but that many of 

these are stabled off the grounds 

and are brought into a receiving 

barn for training and running. 

 Racing Secretary, Virgil 

Bond said that they are 

currently running everything 

from 350-yard to 870-yard races 

fort Quarter Horses.  He noted 

that the normal race day is four 

Quarter Horse races, one 870 

and six Thoroughbred races, but 

Richard added that for the next 

season they have scheduled five 

Quarter Horse races, one 870 

and five Thoroughbred races per 

day. 

   Virgi l said that the overall 

quality of Quarter Horses is up 

at least 50 percent, and that they 

have had as high as 65 

allowance horses enter in one 

day.  He also noted that the 

mutual handle on Quarter Horse 

races has increased more in 

proportion than any other breed.   

 

 

Richard agreed, adding that the 

overall mutuel handle for the 

first 16 days of the 1973-74 

meet was up nearly $200,000 

over the same period of the 

1972-73 meet.  This figure to 

be right at a 20 percent 

increase, and once again, 

included only the first eight 

weeks of each meet. 

   The general manager said 

that this yearôs meet totaled 38 

racing days, but that they have 

applied for 49 days next year.  

In 1974, they plan on starting 

October 12, which is five 

weeks earlier than normal. 

   Richard noted that they 

currently have 13 major stake 

races scheduled for Quarter 

Horses I the 1974-75 season.  

These include the Saguaro 

Derby, which is the first half 

of a double derby; the La 

Chiquta Futurity, for two-year-

old fillies; and the El Chiquta 

Futurity, which is for two-

year-old colts and geldings.  

All three of these races are to 

be run at 400 yards, and all 

three have an estimated purse 

of $20,000. 

   Next is the Papago Futurity, 

which is for two-year-olds and 

is to be run at 400 yards, 

followed by the Desert Derby, 

which is scheduled for 440 

yards.  The Papago Futurity 

has an estimated purse of 

$50,000 and the Desert Derby 

is estimated to reach $25,000. 

   The Arizona Breeders 

Futurity and the Midway 

Mayor Classic finish the fall 

stake schedule.  The Futurity is 

for Arizona-bred two-year-

olds and is to be run at 400 

yards with an estimated purse  

 

 


