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Dedication
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For my sweet Toolie.


My lucky star fell the day you came to me. We did everything together, and how I adored you. Now, all these years later, if I could tell you just one thing, it would be that my chest became a vacuum the day you left.


May 23, 1986 – January 5, 2000
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Preface


The seeds of this book were planted in the Pacific Northwest some twenty years prior to its publication. In 1989, at twenty years old, I realized that something was missing in my life—companionship. After visiting a friend who had just adopted a black Lab puppy, I realized that I needed a dog.


Having never adopted a dog before, I realized I needed to do some research. I turned to the local library, searching through its books to gain any tidbits of information I could. After browsing through the small selection of dog books available, I pulled out an encyclopedia and looked up the word dog. A full-color insert showed illustrations of every dog breed. In the most defining moment of my life, my eyes slowly wandered to the Greyhound illustration, which depicted a weird-looking, aerodynamic creature. That casual glance would profoundly change my life.


When my older brother heard about my new interest, he suggested that I call the Coeur d’Alene Greyhound Park in northern Idaho for information. His college roommate was a regular patron and had once mentioned something about adopting a retired racer from there. That was the first time I had ever heard about Greyhound racing. I called the racetrack the following morning and was referred to the Greyhound Pets of America’s Idaho chapter in nearby Post Falls. When I explained to the adoption volunteer what kind of dog I was looking for, she replied, “Oh, I’ve got a pup that would be just perfect for you. Her name is Toolie.” I later visited the racetrack, where Toolie had once greeted patrons, and saw how much the trainers enjoyed being around the dogs and how well they cared for them—the affection was genuine.
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Illustrating a sharp contrast in design, Toolie’s (R’s Snowbird–SC, CD) streamlined profile counters the rigid lines of an old steam locomotive in a Potlatch, Idaho, city park.


A few months after adopting the white-ticked beauty, I joined the adoption group and set out to find as many homes for retired racers as I could. In my first six months, I placed a dozen retired racers and was subsequently voted onto the board of directors at the age of twenty-one. For years afterward, I served the adoption organization by handling media relations, conducting home visits and interviewing potential adopters, providing long-distance transportation, managing a weekly Greyhound get-together, and even repossessing a retired racer here and there for various reasons. While I maintained an interest in learning more about the sport of Greyhound racing, nearly all of my firsthand experience with Greyhounds came from the realm of adoption.


When I adopted my second-generation pups, Dino and Abby, in April 2001, I began to chat with other adopters on Internet discussion boards. I quickly discovered that people had incredibly strong opinions about racing, but when asked how many racetracks or breeding farms they had been to, the answer was almost always, “None.” I was struck by the fact that a person could have such strong feelings about something he had never seen for himself. I remembered dogs coming into our adoption kennel who were happy, healthy, bouncing, and acting like everyone in the world was their best friend. I knew that if the dogs were indeed universally mistreated, as some people claimed, they would require a great amount of behavioral modification before being released to adopters. But the dogs went happily into adopters’ homes, often immediately after retiring from racing. This is what made me think about doing a book about Greyhound racing and adoption—I needed to see for myself how these dogs lived before they arrived for adoption.


I started the book project in the summer of 2001 in an effort to travel to and gather information on racetracks, breeding farms, and adoption organizations across the country as well as to learn the history of Greyhound racing in America. The first racetrack I approached was the Multnomah Greyhound Park, located in Portland, Oregon. I came with no references and could not even say I knew anyone in racing, yet they gave me full access to the racetrack and allowed me to photograph anything I wanted to. My first thought was, "Incredible! Not only do these people have absolutely nothing to hide, they’re extremely proud of what they are doing."


I next traveled to the National Greyhound Association facility in Abilene, Kansas, and visited several other racetracks located in Colorado, Kansas, and Iowa. I had not previously met Gary Guccione of the NGA, yet he took half a day of his own time to arrange several farm visits for me. I told him I had been an adoption volunteer in the past, and that was good enough for him. Craig Randle, the NGA’s chief farm inspector, drove me from farm to farm, answering questions along the way.


From 2002 to late 2005, I continued to visit racetracks in Florida, Rhode Island, Texas, and again in the Midwest. I began to see the book project as a work on Greyhound racing and adoption in America, and I set out to expose every nook and cranny with my camera and my pen. What I saw along the way were healthy and happy-go-lucky Greyhounds. Every dog acted as though I were his long-lost friend. My own dogs acted as though every breeding farm they visited was their old home. I had never seen them so happy before—or so disappointed when the visits were over.


During the years I was conducting my research, I began to realize that there was a family environment within Greyhound racing that was separate yet overlapped with the family of those in Greyhound adoption. It also became apparent to me that Greyhound breeders were not in the business for mere profit. They were a collection of people who simply loved being with the dogs. A breeder in Oregon once told me, “If I were to put the same amount of effort into any other business than raising Greyhounds, I would be a millionaire!” I realized that there was no chasm between racing people and adoption people. They stood on the same ground with the same ideology.


The dogs themselves genuinely love the competition and athleticism of their sport—a love they feel even years after retirement. At the Abilene Greyhound Park, my retired dogs got to run on the racetrack one last time—down the frontstretch and into the first turn. After the mock race, a handler walked them over to me in the pens. They had looks on their faces that seemed to say, "Did you see us, Daddy? Huh? Huh? Did you see us?" That was a wonderful moment for me.


Conversely, one of the worst things I experienced while creating this book was standing next to a group of trainers when a dog took a spill on the first turn. There was a collective gasp, and I heard a trainer cry out the dog’s pet name in a way that wrenched my soul. The animal was entirely uninjured, even finishing the race, but the trainer was deeply shaken. None of the other trainers laughed or made fun of her because they had all been there before. Another difficult moment for me was watching a trainer worry about the fate of a sick dog. He was leaning on a fence, overwhelmed with concern for his pup. This was a very large individual—a man you might expect to meet in a raucous bar somewhere. But there he was, hunched over, with two other old trainers comforting him. I could have taken a picture—and I wanted to—but I couldn’t bring myself to intrude on the man’s painful moment.


These people care deeply about their dogs. On Fourth of July, they are in the kennel buildings to comfort thunder-phobic dogs that are frightened by the loud fireworks, often climbing into the crates with the dogs. On Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, as on any other day, they are in the kennel buildings, scrubbing food bowls and sweeping floors. While visiting the racetracks, I saw a universal dedication far beyond even that in the pet world at large. While I was learning firsthand, individuals on the Internet were still talking about how all of the dogs are terribly mistreated. But I learned the truth. As a dog lover who had taken his first steps with Greyhounds two decades prior, it was a truth I admired and wanted to share with others. I continued to support Greyhounds and racing because I discovered that the world of Greyhound racing is made up of dog lovers who have made great strides in promoting adoption and have developed productive relationships with adoption organizations. Everything I saw is represented in this book, from beginning to finish and from coast to coast. It is the world of Greyhound racing and adoption, and it is as unique as it is incredible.




Introduction


The Greyhound has the eyes of a philosopher and the soul of an ancient hunter. So old is the breed that the origins and true meaning of its name have been lost to history. The word grey was corrupted from something—perhaps “to gaze” or “that which is great.” Unfortunately, we may never know why the dogs were labeled grey hounds. What is certain is that the Greyhound has walked beside us from the beginning of recorded history and is a companion not just to individual humans but to humankind.


During the mid-nineteenth century, Americans imported Greyhounds to help control the spread of jackrabbits, which were destroying crops throughout the Midwest. Soon after the dogs’ arrival, coursing clubs began to form, and in 1886 the American Coursing Board was founded as the first national coursing registry in the country. In October 1906, the National Coursing Association—renamed National Greyhound Association in 1973—was established using the registration records from the by-then-defunct American Coursing Board.


The actual sport of Greyhound racing as it is known today was the brainchild of Owen Patrick Smith, an inventor who spent years developing a practical mechanical lure system. In 1919, O. P. Smith opened his first racetrack in Emeryville, California, with a mechanical lure that weighed some 1,500 pounds. Known as the Blue Star Amusement Company, the racetrack lay on the outer fringes of Oakland and rarely drew a crowd of more than three hundred spectators.
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In our technological age of highspeed this and drive-through that, the one thing that can still touch the human spirit like nothing else is the special bond between people and their dogs. Simplistic in nature, it is ancient and powerful.
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Running lighter than air, Iowa-bred L’s Main Event is just seconds away from earning his first win at Bluffs Run Casino. Roughly a year later, he matured into a grade-A racer at the Dubuque Greyhound Park in Dubuque, Iowa.


Without pari-mutuel wagering in place, the sole purpose of the racetrack was to exhibit the sights and sounds of Greyhounds in full flight, with profits generated entirely by gate receipts—a way of operating that would never be repeated by future racetracks. After the 1921 season meet, Smith’s first and short-lived racetrack was understandably relegated to history.


In 1921, Smith opened four racetracks in Florida, Illinois, Kansas, and Oklahoma. The Mid Continent Park in Tulsa, Oklahoma, was the first financially successful operation. Incredibly, to find enough Greyhounds to actually race at the Mid Continent Park, Smith was forced to drive from one local farm to another in an effort to round up as many Greyhounds as he could.


For the small number of Greyhound owners and their canine athletes, life was anything but stationary during the 1920s. Most traveled across the country either on passenger trains or in their Tin Lizzies with luggage strapped to their roofs and a couple of dogs riding in their back-seats. Owners, fascinated by the new sport, would drive thousands of miles over dusty or muddy country back roads to reach distant racetracks, some of which were only rumored to have opened. Such was the mindset during the 1920s, when most people were able to enjoy leisure, travel, and sport for the first time in American history.


With less than three dozen Greyhounds available to race at almost any given racetrack during the time, many races had only two dogs competing against each other—essentially a match race. Most Greyhounds raced at least twice a day, with the winners pitted against each other until one dog remained unbeaten. Sometimes as many as six dogs would take to the racetrack at once, being released from an early version of the starting box with doors that opened vertically.


Despite the initial scarcity of competitors, Greyhound racing began setting down firm roots in the country, which allowed it to survive not only the turbulence of the twenties but also the depredations of the Great Depression and the demands of World War II. In January of 1945, the director of War Mobilization and Reconversion closed both Greyhound and Thoroughbred racetracks throughout the country to save labor and critical materials for the war effort. The sport of Greyhound racing entered the 1950s as an established, albeit localized, spectator sport. In 1950, twenty-seven racetracks in seven states—as well as one in Tijuana, Mexico—hosted seasonal racing meets that lasted for several months each year.


During that same year, the Hartwell grading system was employed for the first time at the Cavalier Kennel Club, situated in Moyock, North Carolina. The grading system, named after its inventor, Paul Hartwell, assigns Greyhounds to a specific grade—A, B, C, D, and so on—that ensures a Greyhound with certain speed abilities will race against other Greyhounds of the same skill level and ensures fairness by giving each racer an equal number of starts. Although some racetracks have tweaked the procedures of the grading system, it remains in use today.


Throughout its storied history, the sport of Greyhound racing has evolved from a collection of dusty racetracks peppered over several states to a national industry that spends great resources on the care and welfare of its canine athletes. Welfare guidelines created by the National Greyhound Association cover nutrition, housing, kennel cleanliness, exercise, and health of Greyhounds. To enforce its welfare guidelines, the NGA sends unannounced inspectors to breeding farms annually.


From the onset of racing in 1919, owners began to employ the practice of selective breeding in an effort to create the fastest dog possible. As a result, the racing Greyhound slowly but surely morphed into something different from its canine forefathers and even from its contemporary American Kennel Club relatives bred for conformation.


The actual practice of selective breeding is an inexact science, as Greyhound breeders will freely admit. But as the old saying goes, “like tends to beget like.” With nearly a century of selective breeding to improve attributes such as good health, athletic fortitude, confidence, and intelligence, the racing Greyhound known today is an extremely healthy breed and also a wonderful pet that has found its way into thousands of homes throughout the country.


The racing industry has formed numerous positive relationships with adoption organizations; with their combined efforts, the goal of a national 100 percent adoption rate is being realized. Currently, out of around 26,000 Greyhounds registered each year, roughly 20,000 are adopted to private homes and another 4,250 are returned to breeding farms to either bring in the next generation or live out their lives as pets. Thanks to the efforts of adoption volunteers and support from the racing industry, the retired racing Greyhound is now accepted by the American public as one of the best house pets a family can own.
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With a dark brindle coat—a color of wild dogs—Abby (Courtney Rush–PH, AP, TU) recreates the look of an ancient ancestor while lying in a shady Salem, Oregon, backyard. The brindle coat serves as camouflage and is a product of a gene passed on from Greyhound to Greyhound for thousands of years.


While the sport of Greyhound racing and the adoption of its canine athletes have established themselves in countries such as Australia, England, and Ireland, the concepts were born in the United States. The sport is as American as the Statue of Liberty, Cape Canaveral, the Alamo, the Rocky Mountains, or the Space Needle. Like these icons—regional yet still uniquely American—Greyhound racing and adoption is a part of our great country from coast to coast. The following chapters represent my journey and the areas to which I traveled, homes to some of the nation’s great racetracks. I encourage readers to learn more about Greyhound racing and to seek out racetracks and adoption efforts in their areas.


[image: image]


Accelerating from a dead stop, a field of grade-J racers makes a perfect break from the 5/16th-mile starting box on their way to over 40 miles per hour. The Greyhounds wear muzzles not only to protect each other from inadvertently nipping and biting while racing but also to make clearer the winner in a photo finish.




CHAPTER 1
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From the short-lived Atlantic City Kennel Club of the Roaring Twenties to Massachusetts’s iconic racetracks to the former Thoroughbred racetrack in Rhode Island reborn as the Lincoln Greyhound Park, Greyhound racing in the Northeast is a study in diversity. During the early 1930s, dozens of racetracks opened and then closed after a single seasonal meet of perhaps only a few months, never to open again, while Massachusetts’s Wonderland and Raynham Parks, which opened in 1935 and 1940, respectively, flourished. In the 1970s, Rhode Island and Connecticut opened their own Greyhound racetracks. During the 1990s, video lottery machines were installed at some of the racetracks, turning them into racetrack/casino hybrids known as racinos. At the same time, adoption efforts for retired Greyhound racers became a priority for everyone involved with the sport.
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THE RACING GREYHOUND
FROM COMPETITOR TO COMPANION

BY RYAN H. REED
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