Surf and Turf
by

Eyes Right

Del Mar, CA   -  I mentioned previously my experience at the San Diego County Fair here on the grounds of Del Mar racetrack.  I had been to Del Mar many years ago to take in the horse races at the track with the great marketing motto, “Where the Turf Meets the Surf.”  The slogan is actually very accurate, as a short arm of the Pacific reaches directly into the grounds of the track.
The Del Mar Thoroughbred Club (its official name) was the brainchild of Bing Crosby, Jimmy Durante, Pat O’Brien, Laurel and Hardy, and a few of their Hollywood buddies who wanted to create their own horse racing track where they could bet, drink, and play during the summer.  In 1936, during the height of the Great Depression, they partnered with a wealthy horse breeder from the area to turn this sleepy beachside location 20 miles north of San Diego, and about 100 miles south of Los Angeles into Del Mar.  Crosby immediately recorded the song, Where the Turf Meets the Surf, to promote the track, and even was at the front gate to personally greet the first patrons when the track opened in the summer of 1937.  Crosby’s horse, High Strike, won the first race!
Almost immediately Del Mar became a favorite summer hangout for Hollywood stars.  Lucille Ball, Mickey Rooney, W.C. Fields, Ava Gardner – all the big names in movies and entertainment – seemed to find their way to the track for the races and the parties.  In 1938, Del Mar hosted the famous match race between Sea Biscuit and Ligaroti (owned by Crosby) in front of over 20,000 fans and a national radio audience in the millions.  Sea Biscuit won by a nose, but with this race, Del Mar found itself on the national map of sporting entertainment.

Crowds continued to flock to Del Mar for the summer races until W.W. II intervened.  The track and grounds were converted initially into a training area for Marines and then into a facility to manufacture airplane parts.  At the conclusion of the war, Del Mar resurfaced as a track with a huge opening attended by over 20,000.  The following year, in 1946, the Santa Fe Railroad began to offer special excursion trains to the track from Los Angeles and San Diego.  Crosby eventually sold his interest in the track, but maintained his close ties. The benefit of Crosby’s close ties to the track cannot be overstated.  In addition to his domination of the pop singing charts of the era, he was in the top 10 movie box office draws for 15 years running.  Even today, Bing’s recording, 
“There's a smile on every face
and a winner in each race
where the turf meets the surf
down in old Del Mar.”
is played at the start of each race day.

While most thoroughbred tracks throughout the U.S. have declined in attendance and revenue, Del Mar has managed to prosper.  Throughout the 1990’s Del Mar set national marks for both attendance (averaging over 35,000 per day) and wagering (over $11 million daily).  Just two years ago, over 42,000 patrons turned out for opening day.

Crosby passed away in 1977, but his legacy at Del Mar continues.  The 64th running of the Bing Crosby Stakes will take place this year on August 8.  The winner will receive over $300,000.  Bing must be smiling. 

I thought you might like to know.
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