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been smoldering for a -fong 
time, and with the strong 
north wind, there was no 
way to slow down the blaze 
by the time the report came 
in at about 5:30," replied 
Smith. 

"These were valuable 
racehorses, and their train
ers make sure they're se
curely stalled, so there was 
just no P.hysical way for 
them to get out," Smith 
said. 

BJJ 'J"ran-k J. Buc~man 

Resilient horsemen go forward after horrible loss in fire 
''Fire taking the lives of 

43 horses is a horrible loss. 
It's such a tragic situation," 
said Eugene Ralston, direc
tor of the Kansas Quarter 
Horse Racing Association. 

While the uncontrol
lable blaze destroying the 
90-stall barn housing the 
racehorses at Eureka 
Downs received headline 
news coverage, it is the 
death of so many horses 
that in reality is most stun
ning. 

''This could be one of 
the largest losses of horses 
to fire in modern times," 
said Ralston. The deceased 
animals were Quarter 
Horses and Thoroughbreds 
being trained to race at the 
Eureka track. 

"The barn can be re
placed, but it's impossible 
to replace the horses. It's 
de\'astating and makes you 
cry,'' said Richard Clasen, 
editor of the Eureka Her-

ald and one of the first per
sons on the scene of the 
early Sunday morning, Feb. 
5, fire. 

Cause of the blaze is still 
under investigation, and 
neither Ralston or Clasen 
nor Lee Smith, Eureka 
Downs general manager, 
would speculate on the 
fire's origin. 

"The wiring was just re
done three years ago," Ral
ston pointed out. "The 
wood structure was built in 
1989, so it was a modern fa
cility." 

"They brought in sniff
ing dogs to the fire scene, 
but didn't find any evi
dence, so they aren't ruling 
out anything," said Clasen, 
who also serves as secre
tary-treasurer of the Green
wood County Fair Associa
tion, which owns Eureka 
Downs. 

"The Kansas Fire Mar
shall has not released any 

information either,n said 
Ralston, from his Topeka 
law office last Wednesday. 

QUestions have been 
asked why the fire couldn't · 
be controlled and why 
some of the horses weren't 
saved. "It evidently had 

However, one horse was 
found alive later in the 
morning on the east side of 
the race track, but it had 
burns over 25 percent of its 
body. "We really don't know 
the circumstances of how it 
survived," said Smith, who 

Fire had already completely engulfed the 90-stall race 
horse barn at Eureka Downs early Sunday morning, 
Feb. 5, when firefighters arrived. Forty-three horses lost 
their lives in the destroyed structure: (photo by Richard 
Clasen, Eureka Herald) 

expects the horse to recov~ 
er from its injuries over an 
extended period. 

Due to the many hazards 
at the scene, cleanup was 
started three days after the 
fire. "We have the site all 
cleared off now, and we'll 
be hauling in base rock to 
form a sound surface," 
Smith explained. 

Calculating the loss is 
virtually impossible, with 
estimates ranging up to a 
million dollars. "It would 
have to be at least 
$500,000," Smith calculat
ed. 

·uReplacement of. the 
barn would for sure be in 
six figures, probably a cou
ple hundred thousand 
now," evaluated Ralston. 

"The loss really all de
pends on how valuable the 
horses were/' Clasen said. 
wWith one exception, these 
were all racehorses in 
training, and there can be 
such a wide variation in 
their valuation." 

Estimates of the individ
ual horse value could be 
from as low as maybe $1,000 
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up to $50,000 or more. One 
horse lost in the fire Was 
not a race horse and was 
owned by a young girl, who 
ha~; be~n giveu another 
horse by a generous donor. 

The Greenwood County 
community and horse affili
ates over a wid~ (:!.rea have 
come forward to offer assis
tance and condolences to 
those who suffered loss 
from the fire. ''Everybody is 
doing what they can. It's 
just hard to know what to 
do,'' Clasen said . 

How many horse owners 
suffered losses wasn't read
ily known, but there were 
five trainers who had hors
es destroyed in the blaze. 
One trainer lost 24 head. 

!\IIoreover, the trainers 
lost all of their 2quipment~ 
including tack, feed and 
other essentials. Cost of 
that reJ)lacement would be 
difficult to calculate too, 
but it would be quite high, 
Cla,cn pointed out. Little 
or Hone of that 1-vus covered 
by in:;urance. 

Du11ations are being ac
ecvted to assbt the trainers 
anli can be sent to P.O. Box 
2:!.H Eureka \{S 67045. Al
rt'"dy, the trainers had sev
e tal nt:w horse::; under 
their tutorship last week. 

''Insurance coverage on 
tit~ barn was inadequate," 
Smith indicated. "There 
<.11"1...' sevc~ral factors in
vuL:.:cl, but tlH- insurance 

going to head up my breed
ing program," said Bob 
Farrar, Reading race horse 
breeder and former Eureka 
Downs steward. 

Despite trauma of the 
fire, plans are positive that 
races will go on at Eureka 
Downs. 11We're set for a 20-
day race season opening 
May 6, and running each 
weekend through the 
fourth of July," Smith said. 

A new barn will be 
constructed, although not 
completed by the first 
race date. "We will put up 
a new structure," Ralston 
insisted. "I don't know ex
actly how it's going to be 
funded." 

There are about 300 . 
stalls remaining at the 
track, and the possibility of 
bringing in temporary 
portable stalls is a proba
bility. 

Other financial con
cerns weigh heavy on Eure
ka Downs management, 
which survived and re
bounded after a bankrupt
cy dilem-ma a decade and a 
half ago, The track, owned 
by the fair group, is leased 
by the Kansas Quarter 
Horse Racing Association, 
which oversees all opera
tions. 

Smith, as track manager, 
is hired by a management 
board, including members 

won't begin to replace the 
structure." 

Few if any of the race
horses were insured. uln
surance on horses is typi
cally 15 percent of the 
value, which is so hard to 
determine. and make;;; cov
erage cost prohibitive in 
most situations," Smith 
commented. 

Sometimes it's more 
lhan the doll';'· value of the 
horse, "I not ,,~,-.: lc.:.-:t my 
Tiwl"oughbr\~d u:diun, 
who was. alrd~l'),~' 
win- ner and w.· · ·.;,; ,;l ~
l.dm tu win I...urt tk~ 
svring, but h0 was ~lso 

from both the race and fair 
associations. All race func
tion.s are guided by tM 
Kansas Racjng · Commis-
sion.. ·~·'i4\~.: ···.:·. 

·Despite attracting top 
horses and sizable specta
tor-betting crowds, prof
itability has been difficult, 
11We depend on funds from 
the simulcasts at the major 
pari-mutual race tracks., 
and we've taken a major cut 
the last three years," 
Clasen said. Final appro
priations for this race sea
son were being determined 
last week. 

"Race horse owners are 
a resilient group," Ralston 
said. uEven with the horri-
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ble loss, I expect most ·own
ers to buy new horses, part:. 
ly as .a .psychology to get 
over the death of the ones 
they've lost. I don't see any 
problem having enough 
horses back on the track for 
the races." 

In Conclusion, Ralston 
emphasized, "The Kansas 
Quarter Horse Racing As
sociation is very concerned 
about the loss of so many 
fine racehorses and ex
presses sympathy to all of 
the owners." 



Resilient Horsemen Go Forward After Horrible Loss In Fire 

"Fire taking the lives of 43 horses is a horrible loss. It's such a tragic situation," said Eugene Ralston, direc
tor of the Kansas Quarter Horse Racing Association. 

While the uncontrollable blaze destroying the 90-stall barn housing the race horses at Eureka Downs 
received headline news coverage, it is the death of so many horses that in reality is most stunning. 

"This could be one of the largest losses of horses to fire in modern times," evaluated Ralston. The deceased 
animals were Quarter Horses and Thoroughbreds being trained to race at the Eureka track. 

"The barn can be replaced, but it's impossible to replace the horses. It's devastating and makes you cry," 
contended Richard Clasen, editor of the Eureka Herald and one of the first persons on the scene of the early 
Sunday morning, Feb. 4, fire. 

Cause of the blaze is still under investigation, and neither Ralston or Clasen nor Lee Smith, Eureka Downs 
general manager, would speculate on the fire's origin. 

"The wiring was just redone three years ago," Ralston pointed out. "The wood structure was built in 1989, 
so it was a modern facility." 

"They brought in sniffing dogs to the fire scene, but didn't find any evidence, so they aren't ruling out any
thing," added Clasen, who also serves as secretary-treasurer of the Greenwood County Fair Association, 
which owns Eureka Downs. 

"The Kansas Fire Marshall has not released any information either," continued Ralston, from his Topeka law 
office last Wednesday. 

Questions have been asked why the fire couldn't be controlled and why some of the horses weren't saved. 
"It evidently had been smoldering for a long time, and with the strong north wind, there was no way to slow 
down the blaze by the time the report came in at about 5:30," replied Smith. 

"These were valuable race horses, and their trainers make sure they're securely stalled, so there was just 
no physical way for them to get out," Smith continued. 

However, one horse was found alive later in the morning on the east side of the race track, but it had burns 
over 25 percent of its body. "We really don't know the circumstances of how it survived," related Smith, who 
expects the horse to recover from its injuries over an extended period. 

Due to the many hazards at the scene, cleanup was started three days after the fire. "We have the site all 
cleared off now, and we'll be hauling in base rock to form a sound surface," Smith explained. 

Calculating the loss is virtually impossible, with estimates ranging up to a million dollars. "It would have to 
be at least $500,000," Smith calculated. 

"Replacement of the barn would for sure be in six figures, probably a couple hundred thousand now," eval
uated Ralston. 

"The loss really all depends on how valuable the horses were," Clasen emphasized. "With one exception, 
these were all race horses in training, and there can be such a wide variation in their valuation." 

Estimates of the individual horse value could be from as low as $1 ,000 up to $50,000 or more. One horse 
lost in the fire was not a race horse and was owned by a young girl, who has been given another horse by a 
generous donor. 

The Greenwood County community and horse affiliates over a wide area have come forward to offer assis
tance and condolences to those who suffered loss from the fire. "Everybody is doing what they can. It's just 
hard to know what to do," Clasen remarked. 

How many horse owners suffered losses wasn't readily known, but there were five trainers who had horses 
destroyed in the blaze. One trainer lost 24 head. 

Moreover, the trainers lost all of their equipment, including tack, feed and other essentials. Cost of that 
replacement would be difficult to calculate too, but it would be quite high, Clasen pointed out. Little or none of 
that was covered by insurance. 

Donations are being accepted to assist the trainers and can be sent to P.O. Box 228, Eureka KS 67045. 
Already, the trainers had several new horses under their tutorship last week. 

"Insurance coverage on the barn was inadequate," Smith indicated. "There are several factors involved, but 
the insurance won't begin to replace the structure." 

Few if any of the race horses were insured. "Insurance premiums on horses are typically 15 percent of the 
value, which is so hard to determine, and make coverage cost prohibitive in most situations," Smith com
mented. 

Sometimes it's more than the dollar value of the horse. "I not only lost my Thoroughbred stallion, who was 
already a race winner and we expected him to win more this spring, but he was also going to head up my 
breeding program," acknowledged Bob Farrar, Reading race horse breeder and former Eureka Downs stew
ard. 

Despite trauma of the fire, plans are positive that races will go on at Eureka Downs. "We're set for a 20-day 
race season opening May 6, and running each weekend through the fourth of July," Smith announced. 



A new barn will be constructed, although not completed by the first race date. "We will put up a new struc
ture," Ralston insisted. "I don't know exactly how it's going to be funded." 

There are about 300 stalls remaining at the track, and the possibility of bringing in temporary portable stalls 
is a probability. 

Other financial concerns weigh heavy on Eureka Downs management, which survived and rebounded after 
a bankruptcy dilemma a decade and a half ago. The track, owned by the fair group, is leased by the Kansas 
Quarter Horse Racing Association, which oversees all operations. 

Smith, as track manager, is hired by a management board, including members from both the race and fair 
associations. All race functions are guided by the Kansas Racing Commission. 

Despite attracting top horses and sizable spectator-betting crowds, profitability has been difficult. "We 
depend on funds from the simulcasts at the major pari-mutual race tracks, and we've taken a major cut the last 
three years," Clasen tabulated. Final appropriations for this race season were being determined last week. 

"Race horse owners are a resilient group," Ralston recognized. "Even with the horrible loss, I expect most 
owners to buy new horses, partly as a psychology to get over the death of the ones they've lost. I don't see 
any problem having enough horses back on the track for the races." 

In conclusion, Ralston emphasized, "The Kansas Quarter Horse Racing Association is very concerned 
about the loss of so many fine race horses and expresses sympathy to all of the owners." 

Fire had already engulfed the 90-stall race horse barn 
at Eureka Downs early Sunday morning, Feb. 5, when 
firefighters arrived. Forty-three horses lost their lives in 
the destroyed structure. (photo by Richard Clasen, Eure
ka Herald) 


