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It’s raining again

By Ben Maki
of the Daily Courier

Grants Pass Downs is about to
become the mecca of horse racing in
Oregon.

With the apparent demise of Port-
land Meadows, the Oregon Racing
Commission last week approved a
fall commercial racing schedule in

Grants Pass that will be much more
ambitious than its current rotation
spot in the summer county fair cir-
cuit.

The move marks a major turn-
around for horse racing in Grants
Pass, which faced its own shutdown
more than once this decade. The bid
for the commercial meet came
through TMB Racing, owned by

Dutch Bros Coffee co-founder and
CEO Travis Boersma.

To get the races, Boersma and
company will have to invest heavily
in the Josephine County Fair-
grounds, including the grandstand,
the racetrack and the barns, though
Boersma said the amount of money
that would require is unknown.

Grants Pass meet director Rod

Lowe said the current plan is for a
14-day meet in September and Octo-
ber, with race days on Sundays and
Mondays. 

That’s in addition to the nine days
of racing in June and July.

“This is all subject to glitches and
changes, but we’re muddling

Grants Pass Downs hits it big

By Jeff Duewel
of the Daily Courier

After a sub-par winter last year, this
past winter stepped up for snow in the
mountains.

That’s good news for Jake Johnstone,
the regional watermaster for Southwest
Oregon. He’s been skiing at Mt. Ashland
and also spends a lot of time rafting in the
spring and summer.

And of course he has to regulate water
rights when streams begin drying up mid-
summer. Last fall, the forecasts for the
winter were not encouraging.

“I was quite nervous going into the
winter,” Johnston said. “Much more than
I am now.”

Southwest Oregon got a huge boost
from February storms. As of Tuesday the
Rogue and Umpqua basins had 118 per-
cent of average water content of snow,
according to the Natural Resources Con-
servation Center.

Statewide it was 122 percent.
And even though March fell short on

precipitation — 1.57 inches compared to
the average of 3.60 — the seven-month
wet season ended Sunday with 27.09 inch-
es, just below the average of 27.36.

April’s also starting out wet, with rain
forecast all week.

The January-February surge of 16.73
inches in Grants Pass doused the dry year
of 2018, which had 11 of 12 months fall
below average in precipitation. The aver-
age for January and February combined
is 9.7.

“February’s copious amounts of precip-
itation, along with continued cool temper-
atures and snowstorms during the first
part of March are responsible for the
snow surplus as of today,” said Julie Koe-
berle, hydrologist for the National
Resources Conservation Center.

April 1 is typically the peak snowpack
at higher elevations. 

Of the remote sensing sites Koeberle
and her colleagues use in Southwest Ore-
gon, above 5,000 feet Bigelow Camp near
Oregon Caves had the highest snow water

Late winter
storms were
huge boost
for water

By Jason McMillen
of the Daily Courier

In the war between online sales and
brick-and-mortar stores, “clicks” have
been getting the upper hand on “bricks.”
In Grants Pass, the latest victim actual-
ly has “Bricks” as part of its business
name.

Rebel Bricks, a new and used toy
store in downtown Grants Pass that spe-
cialized in Legos, is going out of busi-
ness, owner Misti King announced this
week. Its final day is April 30.

“Big box stores and Amazon, that’s
the way people like to go now,” said
King. “For Rebel Bricks, it’s been a slow
decline that started last year.

“It has just continued to decline in

2019. It’s very unfortunate.”
According to a report by the U.S.

Department of Commerce, in February
online sales narrowly exceeded brick-
and-mortar sales for the first time in his-
tory.

Online sales is now the fourth largest
retail sector overall, bringing in about
$59.8 billion in adjusted sales for Febru-
ary. The largest category remains motor
vehicles and parts. Food and beverage
stores, i.e. grocery stores and liquor
stores, are second. Restaurants and bars
are third, barely.

Brick-and-mortar stores, known in
economic parlance as general sales, are
now officially fifth behind the internet.

Downtown toy store falls
victim to online onslaught

By Connor Radnovich
Salem Statesman Journal

SALEM — Several hundred Oregonians
descended upon the state Capitol on Tues-
day to express their opinions on major
gun bills in the largest display of public
interest for a single topic so far in the 2019
legislative session.

The most prominent gun bill is Senate
Bill 978, which is the omnibus gun pack-
age created through the distillation of sev-
eral dozen gun bills introduced earlier this
year.

The measure’s proposals include:
• Requiring safe gun storage;
• Placing liability on gun owners if a

gun is stolen, but not reported, and used to
injure a person or property;

• Outlawing untraceable and unde-
tectable firearms;

• Granting local authorities the power
to regulate firearm access in public build-
ings;

• Allowing retailers to set higher mini-
mum purchasing age restrictions;

• And making hospitals provide firearm
injury data to the state.

There are also four House bills which
deal with aspects of gun control, with only

Hearings on
major gun bills
draw hundreds
to state Capitol

By Jeff Duewel
of the Daily Courier

How does Dutch Bros Downs sound?
Actually, Dutch Bros Coffee co-founder

and CEO Travis Boersma is taking pains to
separate his pending foray into horse racing
from his growing drive-thru empire, which
started here 27 years ago.

Boersma hopes a new company he’s
named TMB Racing — for his initials — will
fill the void left by the recent demise of

Portland Meadows, the 73-year-old institu-
tion in Pacific Northwest horse racing that
was Oregon’s only commercial race meet.

The plan is to race in Grants Pass from
mid-September to the end of October on
Sundays and Mondays, then expand in 2020
and 2021, adding May racing. It will comple-
ment the existing racing schedule in June
and early July at Grants Pass Downs, man-
aged by the Southern Oregon Horse Racing

Boersma is all in on racing

Misti King,
owner of

downtown
toy store

Rebel
Bricks,

searches
for a miss-

ing arm
amid a vast

array of
Lego tor-
sos. The

store, 
beaten

down by
online

sales, is set
to close by
the end of

April.

JASON McMILLEN
Daily Courier

• Death penalty could be
severely limited. Page 7A.

7-month wet season ends
just slightly below average

With demise of Portland Meadows, an additional 14-day meet is scheduled to start in September

Rebel Bricks will be closing at the end of the month,
its owner saying she can’t compete with the internet

Turn to GUN, Page 7A

SCOTT STODDARD/Daily Courier, 2018

Travis Boersma, the CEO of Dutch Bros Coffee, says
he’s ready to make a significant personal invest-
ment to bring more horse racing to Grants Pass.

Dutch Bros CEO says he’ll invest a lot of time, energy 
and money into ‘something near and dear to my heart’

Turn to WATER, Page 9A

Turn to STORE, Page 9A

Turn to BOERSMA, Page 5A

Turn to RACING, Page 5A

SCOTT STODDARD/Daily Courier, 2018

Grants Pass Downs at the Josephine County Fairgrounds has been the home of local horse racing for decades. Additional days
of racing are to be added in September and October this year after the demise of Portland Meadows.



through it,” Lowe said. “We’ll
get this thing dialed in before
long.”

The move is major because
of the differences in commer-
cial meets, dominated for years
by Portland Meadows, and the
lesser county fair circuit.

Horse racing in Oregon con-
sists of two types of racing.
There is the for-profit racing of
a commercial meet, which
Portland Meadows featured.
Those meets typically see larg-
er purses and greater regula-
tion of business practices. It
also brings better horses and
competition.

Then there is the county fair
circuit: smaller nonprofit meets
that have traditionally run in
conjunction with county fairs.
Those are in Union, Grants
Pass, Prineville, Tillamook and
Burns.

Tag Wotherspoon, marketing
director for the Southern Ore-
gon Horse Racing Association,
said the racing commission has
given Grants Pass Downs three
years to show it can handle run-
ning the premier meet in the
state.

For the last several years,
Portland Meadows faced a
yearly question of if it would
host races. Moving those races
south provides some stability to
the region.

“Portland Meadows has been
holding the horse racing indus-
try hostage,” said Wotherspoon.
“It (was) just a year-by-year
deal. It’s very frustrating not
knowing one year from the
next, not knowing what’s hap-
pening with Oregon horse rac-
ing.”

Jack McGrail, executive

director of the Oregon Racing
Commission, said the expected
sale of the Portland Meadows
property led the commission to
give Grants Pass a shot to host
the meet.

McGrail said he didn’t know
specifics of the sale, but the
potential buyer would redevelop
the land for other uses.

“They’ve been under agree-
ment since early fall (to sell),”
McGrail said. “The question
was … is the buyer in their due
diligence going to find a reason
not to go forward with it?”

Grants Pass Downs is the

only Oregon track with a com-
mercial application for this
year.

“We’re grateful,” McGrail
said. “We were at a situation
where there wasn’t any com-
mercial race meet.

“It’s not like companies and
entities are out there trying to
run live races. It’s an expensive
proposition.”

Even though the Grants
Pass fair meets have come in at
around break-even numbers,
the facility will need to undergo
sweeping changes.

“They’ve indicated in their

filings with us they are putting
in significant improvements
and significant resources to
make it a more viable race-
track,” McGrail said.

Some of those improvements
include an enclosed grandstand
to potentially allow for simul-
casting, an enlarged barn area,
and better security in the barn
area.

However, a major change
would include widening the
track to fit 10-horse fields. Cur-
rently, the half-mile track is
eight lanes wide and half the
length of Portland Meadows.

“Widening the track is kind
of essential if they want to run
the quarter horse meet in the
fashion they plan,” McGrail
said. “We wouldn’t allow it for
safety reasons, and they would-
n’t ask for it without it.”

Other planned improvements
include lighting for night racing
and new inside rails.

McGrail said a representa-
tive from the Oregon Racing
Commission will be in town this
week to discuss what else needs
renovating, if anything.

Grants Pass Downs added
online betting in 2017 in antici-
pation of this new opportunity.

Online betting has not turned
a profit for Grants Pass in the
last two years, but the handle
made a notable jump from the
first year ($82,383 over nine
days) to the second ($214,567).

Lowe said last year SOHRA
would need to see $70,000 in
wagering online per race day to
break even. He also said with
less need to invest in the infra-
structure for online betting,
that number could drop to
$50,000 this year.

TMB Racing will have simul-
casting rights for the new sea-
son.

Josephine County Fair-
grounds Director Tamra Martin
said the fairgrounds haven’t
been directly involved in the
process to this point.

“The biggest piece from the
fairgrounds’ standpoint is we’re
excited,” Martin said. “It is
within our goals to continue to
bring a variety of events to
Josephine County. This is going
to have a great impact on the
fairgrounds as well as the local
economy.”

If the sale of Portland Mead-
ows falls through and the race-
track reopens, there could
potentially be two commercial

meets in the state.
“Portland Meadows would

always be the front-runner,”
McGrail said. “We can’t, as a
commission, just wait around
and hope that the deal falls
through.”

McGrail said Portland Mead-
ows has been operating at a
loss for the last six years.

“There has to be other rev-
enue sources to make it worth
their while,” he said. “It was
not sustainable in that environ-
ment.”

The Portland facility had
been open since 1946.

Josephine County Commis-
sioner Lily Morgan said she
learned of the expanded racing
via social media Monday. She
said she didn’t have any other
information, and Commissioner
Dan DeYoung had contact with
the fairgrounds.

DeYoung did not return calls
seeking comment.

This year’s fair circuit is
scheduled for nine days in
Grants Pass, starting June 15
and ending July 7.

———
Reach sports editor Ben Maki

at 541-474-3729 or
bmaki@thedailycourier.com.
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Racing From 1A

TIMOTHY BULLARD/Daily Courier, 2018

The Grants Pass Downs will get a second horse racing season this year. In addi-
tion to the nine-day fair circuit meet in June and July, the facility will also house a
14-day commercial meet in September and October. Meet Director Rod Lowe
(shown) said many upgrades will be needed to the facility.

Association, which will also be
directly involved with TMB
Racing.

“This is a sole adventure on
my own,” Boersma said Tues-
day. “It’s something near and
dear to my heart, and I’m
going to invest a lot of time,
energy and focus. A lot of dol-
lars will fly out of my pocket.
This is different than our cor-
porate philanthropy through
Love Abounds.”

Love Abounds, the philan-
thropic arm of Dutch Bros, is
already paying for athletic
fields going in at the Josephine
County Fairgrounds, home of
Grants Pass Downs.

A lot of TMB Racing dollars
will go into track improve-
ments required by the state to
host a for-profit commercial
meet, as opposed to the non-
profit county fair circuit that
Grants Pass has participated in
for years.

The Oregon Racing Commis-
sion is on board, approving
Boersma’s bid last week for
three years.

“I think it’s a great thing for
racing,” said Jack McGrail,
executive director of the com-
mission. “He brings new ener-
gy, and economic strength. He
seems like a guy who’s doing it
for the right reasons, too. He’s
doing it more for the communi-
ty down there and the horse-
men.

“He understands the eco-

nomics are not great in this
business now. We’re all opti-
mistic he can make it work.”

Live horse racing has been
on the decline across the coun-
try for more than a quarter-
century. Off-track betting has
kept it afloat.

That doesn’t deter Boersma,
who came to the table because
he didn’t want the sport of
kings to die in Oregon.

“Some people are going to
think I’m absolutely crazy.
Many people have thought I’m
crazy over the years,” he said,
adding, “They’re right, I am.
This fits right in.”

Boersma has long attended
racing at Grants Pass Downs,
and now owns eight racehorses,
buying his first two in 2015. As
a youngster he honed his busi-

ness acumen at the racetrack,
searching for winners among
spent parimutuel tickets while
tagging along with older broth-
er Dane, who co-founded Dutch
Bros with Travis.

“All I can say is, I hope we
see more horses and bigger
purses,” he said.

When Boersma learned
months ago that Portland
Meadows might be going
under, he and SOHRA Presi-
dent Rod Lowe started looking
into the possibilities, along with
local attorney Duane Schultz, a
longtime horse racing support-
er in Grants Pass.

The next step is choosing
who manages the off-track sig-
nal.

That could be Churchill
Downs Inc., which also looked

into taking over the Portland
Meadows license but has no
track in Oregon, Boersma said.

Boersma said he’s connect-
ed with Churchill Downs CEO
Bill Carstanjen, who just hap-
pens to oversee the facility
with the most famous horse
race in America, the Kentucky
Derby. Boersma said Carstan-
jen wants to build a track in
the Portland area, hence his
interest in filling the Portland
Meadows void.

“We have some commonality
— our love of horse racing, he’s
got some Dutch heritage on his
side, and we’ve both been on
Undercover Boss,” Boersma
said, referring to the television
show. “He’d love to work with
us, maybe even as one of the
guys we partner with for the

off-track betting simulcast sig-
nal.”

The goal is to keep the bush
tracks like Grants Pass,
Prineville, Burns and Tillam-
ook alive, which requires some-
one to be the flagship.

It may as well be Grants
Pass, is Boersma’s thinking.

“It’s value added to the com-
munity. Nobody has to cough
up any money,” Boersma said.
“This is something that will do
nothing but help live racing in
the state, and help our commu-
nity.

“The coolest thing for me is,
horse racing is still alive and
kicking in the state.”

———
Reach reporter Jeff Duewel

at 541-474-3720 or
jduewel@thedailycourier.com.

Boersma From 1A

Widening the
track is kind of
essential if they
want to run the
quarter horse meet
in the fashion they
plan.”

— JACK McGRAIL
Oregon Racing

Commission
executive director
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