
CENTENNIAL
COLORADO’S FIRST MAJOR  
RACETRACK HAD A BIG IMPACT  
ON THE REGION DESPITE A  
RELATIVELY SHORT RUN
•

BY J. KEELER JOHNSON

THE SANTA ANITA OF THE ROCKIES
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Centennial Race  
Track, located south  
of Denver in Littleton, 
got out of the gate  
running on July 4,  
1950, with nearly
10,000 people in 
attendance.

n the city of Littleton, Colorado, there is a place just off U.S.  
Highway 85, along the South Platte River, where condominiums 
are lined up in rows surrounding a circular street called Riverwalk 
Circle. You could drive down the street, shop at the local Home  
Depot and play golf at the Littleton Golf and Tennis Club, all 
without ever realizing that you are treading the same ground where 
Thoroughbreds once thundered down a long-gone homestretch.

In the late 1940s, following the conclusion of World War II, the 
sport of horse racing was reaching ever-greater heights across the 

country. During the Great Depression, taxes on pari-mutuel wagering had 
been seen as a way to generate revenue for state governments, and as racing 
was legalized in states where it hadn’t previously been allowed, racetracks 
were built to feed the demand for racing (and state revenue). The process 
slowed down during World War II, but once peace was reached and restric-
tions on travel and sporting events were lifted, the sport thrived. The number 
of races run in the United States rose from 19,587 in 1943 to 26,932 by 
1950, and purse distribution nearly tripled from $18,555,680 in 1943 to 
$54,436,063 by 1948.

Bay Meadows, Hollywood Park, Tropical Park, Narragansett Park and 
Longacres all got their starts during the 1930s, and Garden State Park in 
New Jersey opened its doors in 1942. A few years later, Colorado passed 
the Pari-Mutuel Act of 1948, opening the path for the construction of a 
racetrack within the state. The brand-new facility, built south of Denver in 
Littleton under the management of Willard Tunney, was called Centennial.

I
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The Track
Centennial Race Track officially opened for business on July 4, 

1950, and the oval was greeted by an enthusiastic crowd of almost 
10,000 people that pushed half a million dollars through the bet-
ting windows on the very first day. Although these lofty heights 
proved to be the exception and not the norm, the 40-day meet 
was a success overall, with 
a total of 245,435 visitors 
and wagers of $8,683,041. 
From this total, more than 
$7,000 was donated to 
Colorado charities, and 
betting handle would only 
grow over the next few 
seasons as the track moved 
to a 50-day meet and  
continued to draw strong 
support from the local 
fans and horsemen.

Part of what made Cen-
tennial so popular was 
the fact that it was, quite 
simply, a lovely track with 
a picturesque location fea-
turing a one-mile oval and infield lake with the Rocky Mountains 
as a backdrop. Horsemen appreciated the layout of the facility, with 
the barns located about as close to the racing surface as possible, 
allowing trainers to quickly get horses out of the barns and onto 
the track for morning works. More than 30 years after the last races 
at Centennial were run, people who knew the track still recall how 
special it was. 

“The location and the backside were really well set up,” said  
Linda Wood, who used to work at Centennial as a groom and now 
operates Menoken Farms, one of Colorado’s leading stallion and 
breeding farms. “The track itself, the whole environment … when 
they opened it, they called it the ‘Santa Anita of the Rockies.’ ”

“This was the Golden Age of racing,” added Mike Reeves,  
who spent a few summers walking hots at Centennial and has been 
involved in racing in various capacities both backside and front side 
throughout his life and still dabbles as an owner.

With horse racing one of very few options for legal gam-
bling, Centennial “was often crowded,” Reeves added. “The local  
newspapers, the Rocky Mountain News and the Denver Post, often 
headlined their sports section with stories on racing at Centennial. 
Entries and charts were always included in both.”

To a certain degree, all Thoroughbred racetracks are similar; they 

all have a racing surface, a grandstand, stables for the horses and 
such. But it is in the details that tracks can vary greatly, giving each 
track a distinct charm and flavor. Reeves recalled that Centennial 
“always played ‘The Bridge on the River Kwai’ [theme song] from 
three minutes prior to post time.”

While most of the races at Centennial were for Thoroughbreds, 
the track also ran Ameri-
can Quarter Horse races; 
for many years they held 
one race on each day of 
the meet for that breed. 

The Horses
When a brand-new 

racetrack is built in an 
area that hasn’t previ-
ously enjoyed large-scale 
horse racing, it can take 
many years for the oval 
to build up a presence 
and exert influence on 
a national level. But 
Centennial, regarded by 
many to have been a gem 

of the Southwest circuit, didn’t follow the rules.
Not long after Centennial opened, the young track started mak-

ing headlines. At the inaugural meet, a talented Colorado-bred 
2-year-old colt named Phil D. was among the starters, finishing 
third in the Colorado Futurity. In 1951, he would carry his Cen-
tennial background to some of the greatest racing venues in the 
country, winning the San Felipe Stakes at Santa Anita and finishing 
second in the Blue Grass Stakes at Keeneland, which earned him a 
start in the historic Kentucky Derby. Sent off as a 14-1 shot in the 
“all others” mutuel field, he outran expectations by setting the pace 
and holding on to finish a respectable fourth.

Phil D. would go on to achieve more stakes success in California, 
and he returned to Centennial in 1953 to dominate the local races 
once again. After two prep races at Centennial, Phil D. challenged 
the youngster Lefty James—a local star that had won the 1952 
Centennial Derby—and beat him in the $7,500 Colorado Mile 
Handicap while conceding him seven pounds. Nine days later, Phil 
D. won again in the $10,000 Rocky Mountain Handicap, thus 
sweeping Centennial’s two biggest races for older horses.

If Phil D. put Centennial on the map as a racetrack from which 
talented horses could emerge, a 3-year-old filly named Encantadora 
helped to keep it there. In 1951, she made history at Centennial 

The interior of the Centennial grandstand was a bit  
spartan compared to the likes of Santa Anita but  

the track still drew comparisons nonetheless.

AMERICAN RACEHORSE • WINTER 2017   27    

Ron Pollard Photography



28    AMERICAN RACEHORSE • WINTER 2017

A large crowd was on hand to watch the 1966 Colorado  
Breeders Stakes. 

Monita, the 
1951 co-world 
champion 
Quarter Horse, 
raced at  
Centennial 
twice that 
year, winning 
both times. 
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“Jumping Jack” Keene 
piloted Colorado-bred 

Phillip Henry to victory  
in a 1970 race.

Also known as Centennial Turf Club, the track had to  
compete with a nearby greyhound track and eventually  
the Colorado Lottery.

From
 the C

ollection of the Littleton M
useum

From the Collection of the Littleton Museum

Fr
om

 t
he

 C
ol

le
ct

io
n 

of
 t

he
 L

itt
le

to
n 

M
us

eu
m



30    AMERICAN RACEHORSE • WINTER 2017

by running five furlongs in :57 flat, breaking the world record of 
:57 1/5 set 36 years before by the great Texas-bred mare Pan Zareta.

Of course, being tucked away in Colorado and far from racing 
epicenters like New York and California, Centennial was never des-
tined to attract racing’s greatest horses and established champions, 
but that didn’t really matter—Centennial had its own local stars. 

One such horse was O Be Joyful, a tough-as-nails veteran who 
made 96 starts at tracks across the Midwest in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s. He won stakes races at Turf Paradise and Ak-Sar-Ben 
and ran second in two renewals of the Brown Palace Hotel Hand-
icap at Centennial. Mike Reeves remembers that for all of O Be 
Joyful’s success, he wasn’t the easiest horse to handle.

“O Be Joyful was an extremely mean horse; many people had 
scars he inflicted,” Reeves said. “Strange as it may seem, my 10-year-
old sister hotwalked him with no chain over his nose or any other 
sort of restraint. Once he had his halter on, he was a perfect gentle-
man—getting the halter on in his stall was the challenge. Often it 
would take 10 minutes to halter him.”

O Be Joyful’s disagreeable nature extended to his morning train-
ing sessions. 

“He was extremely tough to gallop,” Reeves added. “The gallop 
boy that exercised him weighed 165 pounds, all muscle, and the 
horse would ‘run off’ with him for two miles and he was never able 
to slow him down until the third mile.”

The filly Spicy was another local sensation. At three, she 
beat colts in the 1958 Centennial Derby, but that was just one  
highlight of a fantastic season that saw her win 10 of 16 starts. A 
force to be reckoned with across the Midwest, she won stakes races 

every year through her 8-year-old season in 1963, many of them at  
Centennial. Thanks to her talent and durability, she retired with 
a record of 33 wins from 97 starts and earnings of $135,233. 
Arapahoe Park, the Denver-area track that picked up the horse 
racing torch from Centennial, runs the Spicy Handicap for  
Colorado-breds each year.

Consistent and talented 
horses are always popular, but 
surprising longshot winners 
are equally memorable for the 
lucky bettors with a winning 
wager. 

“One memorable win was 
by a horse named Big Knees, 
a 17.2-hand gelding that  
returned $133.00 for a $6.00 
combine,” Reeves said. “His 
win was a fluke, and was by 
virtue of being in last by 10 
lengths at the middle of the 
far turn when the leader 
on the inside blew the turn 
and took the field that was 
bunched together with him to 

the outside fence. Big Knees was not hampered by this and sailed 
through the aircraft carrier-sized opening created and docked into 
the winner’s circle a most unlikely winner.”

The People
While horses might be the stars of the sport, it would be im-

possible to race them in organized fashion without the dedicated 
efforts of the breeders, owners, jockeys, trainers and racing officials 
that make horse racing possible, and Centennial had its fair share 
of memorable human stars. 

“I would say it was the people and the horses that made it spe-
cial,” Linda Wood said.

In the history of the sport, few jockeys have ever achieved more 
than Bill Shoemaker and Bill Hartack, who won nine Kentucky 
Derbys between them plus an untold number of other prestigious 
stakes races. But despite their national presence, they both took 
time to ride at Centennial. Jon Court, who has won nearly 4,000 
races and more than 60 graded stakes races, scored his first career 
victory at Centennial on June 7, 1980.

Hall of Fame Thoroughbred conditioners D. Wayne Lukas and 
Bob Baffert both raced at Centennial during their Quarter Horse 
training days.

The daily race cards at Centennial never matched those of the nation’s elite 
tracks, but the Colorado oval did feature many quality runners over the years, 
including Phil D., Spicy and Track Robbery.
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But as with the horses, the biggest stars at Centennial were the 
local jockeys and trainers who raced there for years, day in and 
day out. Jack Keene was among the leading riders at the track, and 
while he doesn’t rank among the nation’s all-time leading riders in 
terms of total wins or money earned, he was a local legend who 
rode for decades, eventually retiring in 1995 at the astonishing 
age of 68. Keene—who was known for walking around with huge  
cigars in his mouth—also became known for jumping out of the 
saddle after winning races, a celebration very similar to the popular 
“flying dismounts” of today’s world-renowned jockey Frankie Det-
tori. Keene’s celebratory jumps earned him the clever nickname of 
“Jumping Jack.”

George Munsell Jr. was another veteran of the Southwest circuit, 
winning 2,822 races during a career that, like Keene’s, lasted for 
more than 40 years. Centennial was one of the tracks where he rode 
on a regular basis, and Reeves remembers him well.

“I spent summers during my high school years in Omaha 
at Ak-Sar-Ben and Denver at Centennial; George was among 
the leading riders at both tracks,” he said. “I spent many early 
mornings in the track kitchen sitting at the same table listening 
to him, his agent, my father and his trainer … I also saw him  
at the barn in the morning after coffee in the track kitchen  
 

 
 
 

when he was there to blow out a 
horse. I dined with him at celebra-
tory occasions.

“George’s nickname was ‘Mum-
bles,’ ” Reeves continued. “Not sure 
everyone called him that, but the people I 
knew called him Mumbles … he simply talked 
with his lips pursed. Perhaps [it was due to] ill-fitted false teeth. At 
times I could guess what he was saying and process it correctly, but 
for the most it was all mumble-jumble.”

But, added Reeves, it didn’t affect Munsell’s abilities as a jockey. 
“His talent for riding was far superior to his speech,” he said. 

“Frontrunners, stalkers, closers, colts, fillies … horses ran for him. 
He sat real still and didn’t whip a lot, like [Hall of Fame jockey] 
Pat Day.”

Large crowds patronized the track in the early days after opening in 1950, but for a variety of  
reasons attendance gradually started to wane until the track ultimately closed in 1983. 

Although big-name jockeys sometimes rode at  
Centennial, the local riders were the real stars of the show.

From
 the C
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Lyman Rollins, described in 1972 by the El Paso Her-
ald-Post as “the perennial trainer champ at Centennial,”  
enjoyed strong success at tracks like Centennial, Ak-Sar-Ben and 
Turf Paradise during a career that lasted until just before his death 
in 2012 at the age of 92. Rollins’ son Bradley was a sensation as 
an apprentice jockey during the late 1950s and rode six winners at 
Centennial on July 4, 1964, a record that would stand unmatched 
throughout the track’s history.

Described as “baby-faced” and “a clear-eyed and friendly  
youngster” in the September 4, 1958, edition of the Mt. Ver-
non Register-News, Bradley Rollins was “a straight-A student at  
Washington High School in Phoenix,” where he “won letters in 
football and wrestling.” In fact, one racing official went so far as to 
say that Bradley “is a high-class boy who is proud to be a jockey. 
He’s the reason why horse racing is good.”

The Register-News also described a race at Centennial in which 
Rollins won in particularly impressive fashion. After the race, as he  
“rode slowly by the stands, with his rooting section of teenage girls 
whooping it up, the embarrassed Rollins fell off his horse.”

In addition to his role as a jockey, the young Rollins got up at 
4:30 each morning to help with his father’s horses. This experience 
would come in handy after Bradley Rollins retired from the saddle, 
for he soon joined his father as a licensed trainer and campaigned 
horses in his own name until his death in 2006. One of his last  
major wins came in the 2005 Manhattan Beach Stakes at Holly-
wood Park, in which Bradley sent out Kresgeville to win by a nose 
at odds of 30-1.

In memory of this father-and-son horsemen team, Turf Paradise 
runs a race each year called the Lyman and Bradley Rollins Handicap.

The Flood
Being positioned along the edge of the South Platte River gave 

Centennial a beautiful location, but it wasn’t without the potential 
for danger. On June 16, 1965, heavy rains caused the river to swell 
dramatically and flood its banks, devastating the entire city of Little-
ton and causing more than half a billion dollars’ worth of damage.

Centennial was hit particularly hard, with water sweeping 
through the stable area, damaging barns and leaving a trail of  
debris in its wake. Although an early warning enabled 
horsemen to rescue more than half of the horses stabled 
at the track, taking them to nearby stables and to higher 
ground, a hundred horses still drowned in the flood. More 
than two dozen people in the Littleton area lost their lives.

Coming just weeks before the start of the 1965 meet, 
the damage to the track was expected to curtail rac-
ing, but the diligent efforts of track employees allowed  

Centennial was a family-friendly racetrack,  
as the group of young people watching the  
start of a 1977 race attests (below), although  
perhaps parents didn’t heed the sign about  
supervising children at all times.

The track and barn area suffered  
significant damage from a 1965 flood  
but recovered quickly.
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Centennial to bounce back 
and resume racing with mini-
mal delay. With a fresh coat of 
paint, the track even benefited 
from an improved appearance.

“The barn area and all the 
other buildings on the grounds 
had been totally repainted fol-
lowing the flood of 1965,” 
Reeves recalled. “The paint 
was still relatively fresh when I 
was there, and the structures 
were quite beautiful.”

The Final Years  
of Centennial

As the years progressed, 
racing at Centennial seemed to be doing well. Although greyhound 
racing at the Mile High Kennel Club generally drew more wagering 
than Centennial—the competition “was a detriment to Thorough-
breds at Centennial,” according to Reeves—the track continued to 
prosper from a racing perspective. In 1978, a 2-year-old filly named 
Track Robbery burst on the scene, winning four of her six starts 
at Centennial. The following year, she won four more races at the 
Littleton track, including the Turn of the Century and Turf Club 
Centre handicaps against colts. From these beginnings, she would 
rise through the ranks and eventually become a mainstay of the 
best filly and mare races in the country, winning three Grade 1 rac-
es—the Vanity Handicap, Apple Blossom Handicap and Spinster 
Stakes—among other races during a career that included an Eclipse 
Award as champion older mare of 1982.

Track Robbery’s biggest accomplishments were on the national 
stage, but Centennial was also doing well on the local level. One 
of the highlights of every meet was the Gold Rush Futurity, a sig-
nificant race for 2-year-olds, and following the creation of graded 
stakes races in 1973, Centennial attempted to push the Gold Rush 
Futurity toward graded status. Raising the purse to $100,000 did 
the trick, and in 1981, the race was recognized as a Grade 3 event.

But while the racing was still strong, not all was as glorious as it 
appeared to be. The advent of off-track wagering and simulcasting 
offered the potential for greater revenue for purses but also meant 
that bettors no longer had to visit a track to play the races. As a re-
sult, attendance dropped, giving the impression of declining popu-
larity. In addition, the greyhound racing at Mile High continued to 
significantly outperform Centennial in terms of wagering and atten-
dance. The Colorado Lottery also began in the early 1980s, adding 

another form of competition.
The beginning of the end 

came in 1981, the same year 
that the Gold Rush Futurity 
received its graded status. The 
track property—by some mea-
sures, worth more for real estate 
than for racing—was sold for 
$17.7 million, and plans were 
made to develop the track. On 
November 6, 1983, the last day 
of racing was held, and the track 
shut its doors for the final time.

“Like a lot of other urban, 
metropolitan areas, the land 
just became so valuable for de-
velopment, that was the reason 

they sold it,” Linda Wood explained, “to build shopping malls and 
condominiums. That’s pretty much what’s there.”

The Littleton Golf and Tennis Club came first, and the course 
weaved its way across the grounds where horses once galloped. 
Even still, the faint, vague outline of the far turn could still be seen 
until the late 1990s, when the last remnants of the course disap-
peared under the construction of the Home Depot.

“A lot of people in Littleton didn’t really appreciate it until it was 
gone,” Wood added. “They didn’t realize how much of the econ-
omy it generated at the time, and after it was gone, they realized 
how much different it was … that [the track] was probably a better 
option than shopping malls.”

And in the life that revolves around a racetrack, Centennial sup-
ported other agricultural and horse-related businesses in the area.  

“And farming and ranching, and farriers and veterinarians,” 
Wood added. “You know, more of a western style of living, I guess.”

In the scheme of Thoroughbred racing’s long history, Centenni-
al’s 33 years were relatively short and somewhat unremarkable— 
a small, almost unnoticeable thread in the overall tapestry of  
the sport. So brief was the beauty of Centennial that it can be  
said the track was as fleeting as the horses that used to thunder 
down its homestretch, there one moment and gone the next,  
like a mirage on the pavement of Riverwalk Circle in the town of 
Littleton. H

J. Keeler Johnson (also known as “Keelerman”) is a writer, blog-
ger, videographer, handicapper and all-around horse racing enthusiast. 
Johnson writes for the Bloodhorse.com blog Unlocking Winners and is a 
frequent contributor to America’s Best Racing (americasbestracing.net). 
He is also the founder of the horse racing website, theturfboard.com.

Like many racetracks of its day, Centennial’s  
location eventually became too valuable, and as  

the Denver metropolitan area grew, the land  
became a prime spot for redevelopment. 
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