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Serving Inverness County since 1979 

"The oldest running sport -- next to crib" 
Harness Racing In Inverness County 

by Francene GiLLis 

Donald Alex MacDonell has been 
interested in harness racing 
practically all of his life. His father 
Angus had horses when they lived 
in Harbourview, but never more 
than one or two at a time. Donald 
Alex used to dream of having his 
own and in 1951 he bought his 
first race horse by the name of 
King Gratton. Donald has been 
"fooling around with horses" since 
that time which is over thirty-five 
years. 

% Like many horsemen in the 
county, Donald Alex is proud of 
harness racing in the area and he 
was very willing to tell me about 
his own interests in racing. He did 
not want to comment on the 
calibre of horses in the county or 
on who the top horses or drivers 
were except to say that there are 
many fine horsemen and horses in 
the area. 

"I got King Gratton from Ontario, 
but he wasn't much stock that first 
horse; he was more of a trotter. In 
1958 the community of Port Hood 
built a race track on the outskirts 
of the town. Before that, the only 
place to race in Port Hood was on 
the Big Ice. Almost every winter in 
March, since the 1930's, there 
would be horse races on the 
harbour or on Little Judique 
Ponds. Horse racing increased in 
Inverness around the same time as 
the track was built in Port Hood 
and the ice racing faded away. 

Actual horse races were held in 
Port Hood in 1958 and 1959, and 
in 1962 and 1963. They were run 
every second Saturday the first two 
years and I believe every second 
Saturday for the second two years, 
but I'm not too sure on that. After 
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Donald Alex MacDonell was the winner of the first Annual Chestico Days Race in August of 1983, 
driving Scott Barn. Before 1958 when a race track was built on the outskits of the village, the only 
place to race in Port Hood was on "The Big Ice." Horse racing increased in Inverness around the 
same time as the track was built in Port Hood and the ice racing faded away. 

King Gratton, I bought a horse in 
Sydney called Tartan. I raced him 
for four years in Port Hood and in 
Inverness. There were six to eight 
horses in each race. 

The Port Hood Race Track closed 
in 1963. The buildings 
deteriorated and fell down. Some 
of the horsemen took it over in 
the early 1970's and built some 

barns, fixed the track and made it 
into a training centre. Many of the 
horsemen now keep their horses 
at the track. There are nine barns 
and ten horses or more can be 
kept there at any given time. 

In 1983, as part of Chestico Days 
we had our first Annual Chestico 
Days Race. This year we'll be 
having our tenth. I had a horse by 
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the name of Scott Barn at that time 
and we won the first race. It was 
August 5th, 1983 and he won in a 
time of 2:14.4. 

Scott Bam came from Michigan 
when he was four years old. He 
was the best horse I ever had. I 
had him from 1980 to 1990 and I 
raced him for ten years. He won 
several races. Scott Barn is now 
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Special Nee s 
Summer Program: 

Once again the Inverness County 
Recreation/Tourism Department 
will be sponsoring a summer 
recreation program for children 
with special needs. Coordinator 
for this year's program is Christina 
MacEachern. 

Staff Planning Session: 
On May 6 the Recreation/Tourism 
staff met at the Mabou Renewal 
Centre. Priorities for the 
department were set for the 
upcoming year. 

Adult Tutoring Network: 
The Inverness County Volunteer 
Tutoring Network is winding 
down for the summer. During the 
months of May and June Francene 
Gillis was with our office to 
coordinate and report and make 
recommendations based on the 
expressed needs and concerns of 
the volunteers. Look for some 
exciting things to happen, in the 
county in relation to adult tutoring 
and literacy in the Fall. A sincere 
thank you goes out from the 
Director's Desk to all the Adult 
Tutoring volunteers in the county. 

Tourism Meeting ­ 
Glenora Inn: Watch for complete 
details in next month's issue of 
Partici-Paper. 

Summer Events Brochure: 
Summer Events Brochures are 
now being distributed throughout 
the county. Inside the brochure 
you will find information on all 
summer festivals, concerts, 
suppers, etc. Be sure to check the 
local stores for your copy. 

Inverness/Victoria Counties 
Running Circuit: 

The first race under the 
Inverness/Victoria Counties 
Running Circuit took place on 
Saturday, June 12. The Fleet Feet 
5k Fun Run at the Creignish 
Community Centre was well 
attended. For further information 
on the running circuit. check the 
Race Schedule in this issue. 

Museums: 
Summer is right around the corner 
and along with the many festivals 
and events planned, . our county 
museums will also be in 
operation. Several museums open 
their doors this month. Please 
check this issue for further 
information on County museums. 

Cabot Trail Relay Race: 
This year's Cabot Trail Relay Race 
was held the weekend of May 29 
& 30. The Inverness County 
Recreation/Tourism Department 
was a sponsor for the race and as 
well, the Recreation Director John 
Cotton successfully completed his 
leg of the race. 

Inverness County 
Minor Ball: 

Plans are now underway for a 
minor ball program for the county. 
For more information you can 
contact the Inverness County 
Recreation/Tourism office at 787­ 
2274. 
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Southside Whycocomagh, July 14 -30 
(Two weeks). All Red Cross color levels 
will be available as well as Bronze 
Medallion and Bronze Cross. The 
instructor is Stephen Matheson. For 
further information, please contact Mrs 
Connie l,Jrquhart. Phone: 756-2567. 

1993 
Summer 
Events 

The 1993 Inverness County 
Summer Events brochure has 
recently been distributed 
throughout Inverness county for 
local residents. This year, 
information was received on more 
events than in any past year. The 
Recreation/Tourism Department 
extends its appreciation to all 
groups for their cooperation in 
providing details on their 
activities. 

As the summer proceeds, new 

MUSEUMS 

LES TROIS PIGNONS MUSEUM 
AND THE ELIZABETH LEFORT 
GALLERY - Cheticamp. Guided 
tours available. Season: July & 
August, daily 9am-6pm; September 
to June, Mon-Fri, 9am-5pm. 
Admission charged. 

PORT HASTINGS MUSEUM & 
ARCHIVES- Port Hastings. Open 
mid-June to mid-October. Inquire 
at Port Hastings Tourist Bureau for 
hours. 

MACDONALD HOUSE MUSEUM 
East Lake Ainslie. Open daily 
10am-6pm, June 15 to September 
15. Admission: $2.00, family rate 
$4.00. 

BINGOS 

Monday: Judique Parish Hall, 
Judique Firemen's Bingo, 8pm 

Tuesday: Port Hood Arena, 8pm, 
until October, plus Monday bingo 
on September 6, 3pm 

St Michael's Parish Bingo, East 
Margaree, 8pm 

Thursday: (Until the end of June, 
beginning again on the first 
Thursday in September), Inverness 
Airwaves TV Bingo, 7.30 pm 
Channel 3 " 

Acadian Centre, Cheticamp, 8pm, 
Early Bird at 7:30 pm. Spo · ·nsor: 
North Inverness Recreation Centre 

Friday: Whycocomagh Lions 
Bingo, Lions Hall, Stewartdale, 8 
pm' 

St Peter's Parish Bingo, Parish 
Hall, Port Hood, 8 pm 

events are sure to be planned. 
Although our annual brochure has 
been printed, we still welcome 
information on any new events. 
Throughout the summer, our 
office will receive requests for 
information on what's happening 
in the local area. So, give us your 
details,and we will be happy to 
pass them along! 

Due to the increase in volume for 
this year's brochure, we were 
forced to cut information received 
on bingos and museums. In an 
attempt to provide publicity for 
these museums and bingos, we are 
including the details received in 
this issue of Partici-Paper. 

SCHOONER MUSEUM - Margaree 
Harbour. Schooner history. Open 
daily during restaurant hours. No 
admission. 

MUSEUM OF CAPE BRETON 
HERITAGE - North East Margaree. 
Open daily 9am - 5pm, June 15 to 
October 15. No admission, 
donations accepted. 

MARGAREE BICENTENNIAL 
MUSEUM - East Margaree. Open 
July 1 - September 6, Mon - Fri, 
8am-6pm; Saturdays, 8am-4pm; 
Sundays, 10am-4pm. 

MARGAREE SALMON MUSEUM ­ 
North East Margaree. Open daily 
9am -5pm, June 15 to October 15. 
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retired in Harbourview. I sold him 
to John Archie MacDonald." 

As is the case with many 
horsemen, their families also end 
up becoming actively involved in 
horses. Donald Alex's son, Louis 
took an active interest in horses 
and he started driving in 1979/80. 
He and Malcolm Mac Eachen 
bought a horse called Mabou River 
Pammie. Since that time Malcolm 
and Louis have owned several 
horses together. Cameo Angus, 
their latest horse, is being raced in 
Truro. Donald Alex also has two 
brothers away who are very active 
in horse racing. Blaise and Vesty 
race horses and Blaise's son Paul. is 
among the top drivers in 
Greenwood. 

After the Port Hood Race Track 
closed the Inverness track became 
the main area for horse racing in 
the county. Some of the horsemen 
were also travelling to Sydney to 
race their horses there. Night races 
have been held in Sydney for over 
forty years. The Cape Breton Turf 
Club as it was called years back 
has seen many a race. Recently the 
name was changed to Tartan 
Downs. 

"I bought Little River Barron in 
1'ruro in 1991, but he isn't what I 
would consider a top notch horse. 
The first year we got him, he was 
hurt. There are quite a few horses 
coming from the Ontario area. 

Many of the horsemen are racing 
their horses in Truro these days. 
The qualifying times are faster at 
the larger tracks than at the 
smaller tracks, but a fair number 
of horses from the county are 
qualifying. Horses are faster today 
than they were years ago. 

There has always been a good 
crop of race horses coming out of 
Port Hood. People around here 
get into horse racing because they 
like horses and they like the sport. 
They are not in it for the money. 

The biggest improvement in horse 
racing in general came when they 
introduced the starting gate. It was 
used in the early 1950's and the 
first one I saw was in Sydney. The 
starting gate certainly improved 
the sport of horse racing. I think 
Inverness got theirs in 1958. There 
are no women drivers in the 
county, that I know of, but there 
are female trainers. The trainer 
jogs the horse and gets him ready 
to race. There are a lot of 

Donald Alex MacDonell is one of the oldest horsemen in the county, going to races 
pretty well every Sunday for the last thirty-five years, primarily in Inverness. Harness 
racing in Inverness is the oldest, continuous running sport in Inverness County. 

horsemen around, people who 
like the sport and are interested 
and go to the races. 

The interest has remained about 
the same as in past years, but 
there are so many things going on 
today that there is a lot of 
competition time wise. It is 
affecting the racing and betting 
part. If you do not have a good 
bet, you do not have the money to 
finance a race track. The Inverness 
Race Track was the only track in 
the Maritimes that had a slight 
increase in the bet last year. 

The feature horses are. the top 
class horses and they are the ones 
that draw people in. Right now we 
have a pretty good bunch of top 
class horses in the county. There 
are no real favourites, any one of 
them could win at any given time. 
That makes for a good race. Some 
of the top horses are owned here 
in Port Hood. There are a lot of 
serious horsemen in the area. 

Donald Alex is one of the oldest 
horsemen in the county and as he 
puts it, "I saw a lot of races." 
Donald Alex has been going to 
races pretty well every Sunday for 
the last thirty-five years. Add into 
that the Wednesday night races as 
well as the races in Sydney or 
Truro and you might just get a 
feeling of a horsemen's love for 
the sport. His favourite horse 
photo is the one of the first race 
during Chestico Days where he 
won with Scott Barn. It symbolizes 
in many ways his love for horses 
and his love for his community. 
Donald Alex is a community man 
who has been involved in 
numerous organizations 
throughout the years. Combine his 
love for Port Hood with his love 
for horses and you will have a 
winner every time. 

The Inverness races are tentatively 
set to start on June 14th. They will 
run every Sunday at 2pm until the 
middle of October. For the 
summer months of July and 
August there are also races 
planned for Wednesday evenings 
at 7:45 pm. 

I spoke with Donnie Hoss 
Mclellan from Inverness for a bit 
about the Inverness Race Track. 

In 1976 we took the year off to 
reconstruct our facilities. We 
started up again in 1977 and we 
ran harness racing twice a week. 
We had a good bet I'd say up to 
1983. It has balanced off in the 
last number of years. The fact that 
there is so much going on has 
adversely affected harness racing, 
but I still think it is one of the 
best forms of entertainment for 
your dollar. Last year we had a 
slight increase in our betting, and 
I think it will be even better this 
year. 

We are introducing new machinery 
at the track this summer. We are 
changing from the primutual 
betting system to microtote. That 
is a form of betting which allows 
the better to buy and cash at the 
same window. 

It only costs a dollar to go to the 
horse races in Inverness and it 
truly is value for your dollar. 
Harness Racing in Inverness is the 
oldest, continous running sport in 
Invernss County." Donnie laughs 
and adds, "Next to crib." 

"Harness racing in Inverness goes 
back to at least 1926 if not before. 
In 1960, the race track was 
incorporated under the Inverness 
Playground and Recreation 
Association Through the 1960's we 
alternated our racing with Port 
Hood. I started announcing the 
races in 1972. 1972, 73 and 74 we 
ran about thirteen or fourteen p7AA#zz#cc#LE, 
races a year. It was the place to go "Discover Tourism" - 
at that time. In 1975 the Sydney It's everybody's business 
grand stand was destroyed by fire 
and for us it was probably our The Tourism industry is 
biggest year ever. It was during promoting Discover Tourism - 
that year that we introduced the Everybody's Business - June 16­ 
Sunday racing. I think we were 23. The week plans to be full of 
one of the first in the province to activities with open houses at 
do so. We were running races on many Visitor Information Centres 
Sunday afternoon and Wednesday 'across the province, opening kick 
evening. We went on a much off on the Halifax waterfront, 
larger scale after that. Atlantic Canada's Tourism Show 

travelling throughout the province 
and the closing to take place on 
Saturday June 26, 1993 at Upper 
Clements Park where the Nova 
Scotia Vacation Prize Package will 
be awarded. 

The clock record at the Inverness 
Track is 159.4 held by "Bye­ 
Skipper." We look forward to that 
possibly being broken this 
summer. 

The invitation is open for Nova 
Scotians to Discover Tourism 
during TOURISM AWARENESS 
WEEK - June 16 - 23. 

The Inverness County 
Recreation/Tourism Department 
will have a display at the Port 
Hastings Information Centre on 
une 22, 1 93. 


