


 
The Horseplayer Monthly July 2017 Issue 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
By Paul Matties Jr., 2016 NHC champion 
 
   Coming off a sub-par Belmont summer and not knowing 
where to start on this year's Saratoga meet, I realized I 
hadn't really gone over last year's Saratoga meet in detail, 
yet. It happens.  
   The first thing that struck me is how many horses these 
top trainers have. Does anybody remember Random Walk, 
Zartera, Recepta, and Moonlight Song? They all won or 
placed in stakes early last year in the meet and haven't 
been seen since. Secondly and more importantly, because 
of the nature of the big stables, trainer-meet targeting and 
trainer intent aren't the big deal that they once were at 
Saratoga. It's basically a waste of time. Without a doubt, 
the "Summer Place to Be" has become a showcase for the 
big stables and they are going to win most of the races. 
Plain and simple. It's become commonplace for the top 
trainers to use the Saratoga meet as an advertisement to 
get even more horses, and it works, so don't expect 
anything less this season. Chad Brown is going to win the 
training title and Todd Pletcher is going to win the most 2-
year-old races. Don't fight it.  
 

 
Paul Matties Jr. says to watch for when trainers like Todd 
Pletcher go outside their comfort zone – Norm Files photo 

 
The only counter you might be able to muster 
against these two is to be against them when they try to 
do things out of the norm or out of their comfort zone. For 
example, if Chad Brown runs a horse back in less than 35-
60 days or runs a horse going two turns on the dirt, it 
might be the rare occasion where you want to bet against, 
but don't spend your whole meet trying to beat them on 
every turn. It won't work, and it will wear you down. You 
have to come up with a scenario in your betting that 
primarily takes them out of the picture, in determining 
your success for the meet. Deciding if you're for or against 
every one of Brown’s or Pletcher's runners is not the right 
strategy. 
   The strategy is not to play on the lower profile trainers 
anymore, either, though. The deck is so stacked against 
the little guy that even those who have pointed for this 
meet are going to face so many obstacles that the chances 
of their success is not high. So if you're betting on one or 
two of these guys to make or break your meet, you're just 
guessing, and like these trainers, you are just hoping. 
Those who point to Antonio Arriaga's three-for-three last 
year as a counterpoint are just silly. His success was not 
predictable, and it has no determination in predicting the 
future. It was nothing more than typical randomness of 
claiming horses and racing luck and nothing else. And any 
trainer angle, even the more subtle ones and the less 
sensational ones, are no different. They are not going to 
lead you to a pot of gold at the end of the Saratoga meet, 
anymore, so don't fall into that trap. 
   Because this meet is a showcase, the one thing that you 
might be able to do on the handicapping/playing trainers 
front is pick out an up-and-coming trainer who is on the 
verge of a breakthrough and actually has the stock to 
make an impact. Linda RIce and Chad Brown in years past 
are prime examples of this. However, these guys/gals are 
not going to completely arrive out of nowhere. First, they 
are going to be having a good year, and secondly, they too 
are going to have a lot of horses. My two candidates for 
this year are Brian Lynch and Brad Cox. Neither had a great 
Saratoga last year, but they are both having career years, 
have truckloads of horses and might be pointing here a 
little bit, not to cash a bet or pad their stats, but to further 
their stable's success. If they're lucky, they might become 
this year's flashy advertisement to owners. 
   Another interesting trainer story/angle is that Steve 
Asmussen continues to make Saratoga more and more  
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important on his calendar. He's been up here with many of 
his good horses well ahead of time, and it's known in 
racing circles, that he has a stable of horses ready to go. It  
should be expected that he will have a successful meet, as 
well, and it wouldn't be surprising if he out performs his 
recent numbers. 
  The last thing, and maybe the most important thing, I 
walked away with after looking back at my data from the 
2016 Saratoga meet, is that I'm even more confident in my 
assumption going into last year, that Saratoga is the start 
of the year in New York. What I mean by that is the stuff 
leading up to the Saratoga meet will have a far less of 
an influence on the Saratoga meet than the races at 
Saratoga will have on the stuff after the meet. For those of 
you who don't like the start of the year verbiage, you can 
use transition, but it's the same premise. Whatever you 
call it, there is no doubt that the way the racing calendar 
has evolved, Saratoga has become the point where things 
get shaken up and cycles change. Now, I'm not saying the 
form is upside down or anything, but it's more akin to a 
meet that had the winter off with the horses returning 
than a circuit moving tracks midyear.  
   Ok, so what does this transition mean to handicappers 
playing this meet? And how can we use this knowledge to 
our advantage? The obvious conclusion is the second half 
of the meet, when the horses return for their second start, 
should be more form-ful, at least the short form. How 
horses performed the first time will dictate how they run 
the second time, and if it doesn't rain a lot at the 
beginning, it should produce logical results. Unfortunately, 
modern trainers don't run as much as they used to, so that 
knowledge, which isn't that earth shattering to begin with, 
isn't going to make us rich. The real advantage might be 
on how we tackle this transition phenomenon in the first 
three weeks of the meet.  
   Tackling early Saratoga by using the thought processes 
one uses at the beginning of a seasonal meet is essential. 
Throw out barns that are under performing, use workouts 
and workout reports more than normal, and handicap with 
"generalizations of form," rather than detailed figures, 
cycles and field matchups. On the betting end of things, 
spread a little more, but do it in way, you're still "betting a 
little to win a lot." Let more short-priced horses go than 
you normally would but never be standing so far against a 
horse that it can make or break your whole day or cause 
you to miss an opportunity at an astronomical horizontal 
payoff. Field size is high at Saratoga, and you don't have to 
beat multiple favorites for pick-4s and pick-5s to pay.   
Remember even during periods of losing to give yourself 
chances to make scores for as little as you can invest.  
Saratoga is no longer a place where you are going to "grind 
out" a small profit for 40 days anyway, so don't try to. 
   The other thing I like to do at the beginning of meets is to 
look for unknown horses and trainers and see how and if 
 they can upset the apple cart. Trying to look for subtle 
hints that a horse can be better or worse than his 

general form appears is even more important in this 
environment. Probably the biggest unknowns are with 
shippers and shippers have always been an important part 
of Saratoga. When NYRA had a few down years and the 
purses were comparable to other tracks on the East Coast, 
the shippers dwindled and became less of a factor, but in 
recent years, things have started to return to the way it 
used to be. Along these lines, I researched how shippers 
from other tracks besides Aqueduct and Belmont, did at 
Saratoga over the last few years. Keep in mind, I just took 
horses who were making their last start at a different 
track, and not where they trained or if they returned.  
 

 
Join with promo code HANA 

 
   Nonetheless, I found the information very compelling. 
First, Kentucky shippers (CD/Kee/ElP), running in the first 
19 days of the 2016 meet were fairly predictable and 
pretty consistent, but probably slightly better than you 
might expect. In 2016 they were 15-121 with a 1.75 ROI, 
compared to 2015 where they were 14-121 and 1.67 ROI. 
Monmouth had the second-most shippers, but their 
numbers were a little trickier. In 2016, they were eight-for-
65 with only a 1.26 ROI, but there were many horses who 
outran their odds and who finished second or third. So 
when I went back to 2015, I was not surprised to find they 
were six-for-66 with a positive 2.48 ROI. The overall 
conclusion from the two main shipping circuits is the 
horses fit better than probably what you've thought or 
heard, but the same handicapping skills you're using with 
the Belmont horses will probably apply to the New Jersey 
and Kentucky horses. The Mid-Atlantic shippers from 
Maryland and Delaware had the most interesting stats and 
contain what I think is the most valuable information.  
Horses shipping from Maryland tracks in 2016 were seven-
for-29 in that same time frame of the first 19 days, with a 
2.32 ROI. Maryland has had a resurgence in the quality of 
their racing, so this really shouldn't be a shocking, but the 
numbers are pretty staggering. Similarly, horses making 
their last start at Delaware last year were four-for-25,  

(continued on next page) 
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 also with a hefty positive ROI of 3.80. Neither of those 
circuits have had that kind of success in the years prior, 
but that proves the point that the racing in that region has 
returned to higher levels and the Saratoga bettors aren't 
fully in tune with it, yet. Because racing in Maryland has 
even improved more this season, those trends should 
continue in 2017, and should help you find the right 
transitional horses. Good luck in your search. 
 
SARATOGA SHIPPERS (2016) 
---------------------------------------------- 
 
Kentucky (CD,Kee, ElP) 15-121 (1.75) 
Monmuth 8 -65 (1.26) 
Maryland (Pim/Lrl/GrM) 7-29 (2.32) 
Gulfstream 4-25 (1.52) 
Delaware 4-25 (3.80) 
Finger Lakes 3-22 (1.54) 
Indiana 3-11 (2.01) 
Woodbine 2-10 (1.21) 
Santa Anita 2-7 (1.64) 
Parx 1-12 (0.42) 
Suffolk 1-9 (2.40) 
 
Arlington 0-8 
Presque Isle 0-4 
Penn Nat 0-3 
Fair Grounds 0-3 
Oaklawn 0-2 
Canterbury 0-1 
Lone Star 0-1 
 
SARATOGA SHIPPERS (2015) 
----------------------------------------- 
Churchill 14-121 (1.67) 
Monmouth 6-66 (2.48) 
Gulfstream 4-60 (1.34) 
Delaware 3-37 (1.08) 
Parx 2-33 (0.39) 
Maryland 2-19 (0.61) 
Santa Anita 5-20 (2.42) 
Finger Lakes 1-19 (0.67) 
Woodbine 1-8 (1.93) 
Prairie Meadows 1-5 (9.04) 
Presque Isle 1-8 (3.23) 
Tampa 1-3 (16.40) 
 
Indiana 0-12 
Penn Nat 0-5 
Ocala 0-2 
Canterbury 0-2 
Suffolk 0-1 
Thistledown 0-1 
Evangeline 0-1 
Fair Grounds 0-1 
Turfway 0-1 
Oaklawn 0-1 
 
    

 

 
 
By Emily Gullikson 
 

The G3 Lake George Stakes for 3-year-old fillies going 1 
1/16 miles on the turf is race nine on Friday’s card 

 
   The soft morning line favorite is #1 FIFTY FIVE (7-2) for 
Chad Brown. She has a reasonable chance to win, but she 
will be used tremendously on most tickets. There are other 
fillies in this field that are as good, if not better, and will 
offer more value.  
#2 FIZZY FRIDAY (20-1) is still lightly-raced and chances are 
we have not seen the best of her. She could be on or near 
the lead, especially with the rail horse projected to drop 
back early, she has more early speed than run lines 
suggest, and will be able to get tactical position and save 
ground.  
 #3 DEFIANT HONOR (10-1) projected pace-setter, has yet 
to run a bad race and a horse with her running style is 
always a threat, especially if the other jocks take hold of 
their mounts.  
#4 CHUBBY STAR (15-1) comes out of a common race, the 
Regret, and ran evenly underneath. She had to be forced 
into a deep closer position based on the draw in her last 
two starts. She could be ridden closer to the pace. Even 
with a more tactical ride, other fillies in this field are 
further along.  
#6 SUPER MARINA (15-1) took advantage of the off-the-
turf scenario last out. She might just be a bit below her 
competition, and even here could get the right trip; would 
need everything to unfold for her perfectly.  
#7 PARTY BOAT (6-1) has the look of a legit contender. She 
had a rough trip in the Penn Oaks and was likely best with 
a clean trip, according to OptixNotes. Her OptixPlot 
position is very favorable and tough to look past at this 
ideal distance. 
#8 PROCTOR’S LEDGE (6-1) has not run a “bad” race since 
beginning her 3-year-old campaign. She ran a great race 
last out in the G3 Regret. The winner, Sweeping Paddy, 
had the jump and the trip. I thought this filly ran just as 
well and ran a winning race. Legit.  
#9 SWEEPING PADDY (4-1) capitalized on a great trip 
taking the G3 Regret. She looks like the type that needs a 
perfect trip to win, and at a short price is a bit risky.  
#10 VICTORY TO VICTORY (8-1) has some hidden form and 
is the only Grade I winner in the field. She was not ridden 
well last out at Woodbine, and is capable to move forward 
off that last start.  
#11 DREAM DANCING (9-2) merits respect. She has not 
had the best of luck in her most recent starts, including 
running a clear second to stablemate in the Edgewood. 
Her last race might deter some action, but keep in mind 
that is not a normal run style for her.  
 

https://twitter.com/Mayhemily1
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By Barry Meadow    
 
   It’s easy to get caught up in the summer excitement each 
year as two of the nation’s top tracks—Del Mar and 
Saratoga—begin their featured meets.  It may be wise, 
though, to temper that excitement with some hard-
headed realism. 
   Del Mar and Saratoga offer everything from the top 
handicap horses to the stars of tomorrow, which is more 
than you can say for Charles Town or Grants Pass.  There 
are lovely grass courses to enjoy, and a variety of dining 
and drinking options, both at the tracks and in the 
surrounding community.  And if you‘re the turf club type, 
both places offer you a respite from the screaming 
multitudes in the grandstand. 
   The pools are big—each track averages more than $1 
million per race--meaning you probably won’t kill your 
own price no matter how much you bet.  The field sizes are 
often big, too, leading to decent opportunities. 
   Certainly the two tracks have takeout similarities as well.  
Del Mar’s win-place-show takeout is 15.4%, while 
Saratoga’s is 16%.  And both offer low-takeout pick-5’s—
14% at Del Mar and 15% at Saratoga. 
   But the pleasant takeout report abruptly ends there.  
Here are the full takeout percentages: 
 

 
 
      No further bargains.  For exactas—the most popular 
exotic bet at virtually every track—for each $1,000 a 
typical player wagers at the Spa, he’ll get back $815; at Del 

Mar, the same player would get back just $773.  The New 
York track is also the winner at the daily double, $815 to 
$800.  In addition, the Spa encourages players to bet the 
pick 6 on non-carryovers (something I don’t recommend), 
by slashing the takeout to 15%, although it’s bumped up to 
24% if there’s a carryover. 
 

 
   These discrepancies may not seem like much, but they 
add up quickly for serious players.  Someone who plays Del 
Mar every day of its 36-day 2017 meet and bets $1,000 
each session on exactas gives up an extra $1,512 on 
average (the Saratoga meet is a few days longer, but we’ll 
give our New York player those extra days off).   
   Now look at long-term play.  After ten years, the Del Mar 
player is behind $15,120 compared with his Saratoga 
counterpart who also plays 36 days   After 20 years, he’s 
behind by $30,240. 
   Besides the good rates on w-p-s and the pick-5 
mentioned earlier, the takeout rates at these popular 
summer tracks reflect the big problem for anybody not 
getting generous rebates—nearly one in every four betting 
dollars is being removed from the pools before the payoffs 
are posted. 
   Now if a player is gambling with a rebate house, he can 
put a dent into these rates.  It wouldn’t be unusual for a 
player wagering $8,000 a month to get back something in 
the range of 2% for w-p-s bets, 4% for two-horse exotics, 
and 6% for three-horse exotics.  A biggest player can often 
get far more than that, depending on his handle, which 
bets he makes at which tracks, which rebate shop he deals 
with, and his own negotiating skills.   
   Still, in general, Saratoga returns more to players than 
Del Mar does. 
   That doesn’t mean you should simply switch from one 
track to the other.  Many other factors go into choosing 
which tracks to play.  Among them: your own proximity to 
the track (you may want to see your investments in 
person), how well you know the local horse and human 
population, your previous experience betting these tracks, 
and other elements.  For instance, your own ADW may 
offer promotions at one track but not the other. 
   Let’s look for a moment at what seems to be the best bet 
at either track—the low-takeout pick-5.  The rates at both 
Del Mar and Saratoga compare favorably with the other  
rates offered, but does that mean you should concentrate 
on the pick-5?  Not necessarily.  The pick-5 forces you to  

(continued on next page) 
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 pick horses in races you may not like and to spend more 
than you may feel comfortable with to cover the likeliest 
winners.  It makes you guess about who may be overbet or 
underbet, and doesn’t offer will-pays till long after you’ve 
made your bet.  And it ties up a portion of your betting 
bankroll for five races.  That’s not to say you shouldn’t bet 
it sometimes—but that decision should usually be based 
on considerations other than the takeout (for instance, 
you hate the favorites in two of the legs and can leave 
them out altogether).  Some players say that since the 
takeout is removed just once, the pick-5 is a better play  
than win-place-show; however, the latter offers you the 
opportunity to choose exactly which races to play, and 
displays the odds for each bet so you don’t get caught 
getting stuck with an underlay you never would have 
played (as the pick-5 often does).       
 

 
 
   For now, at least, betting win-place-show at both Del 
Mar and Saratoga may offer the best combination of low 
takeout and hittable bets.  Just compare betting one horse 
to win at Del Mar vs. wheeling him in the exacta.  For each 
$1,000 you wager, a win bet on average gets you back 
$846, while the exacta wheel returns the aforementioned 
$773.  That doesn’t mean to never bet the exacta—just 
remember that you’re bucking a far bigger takeout. 
   They’re both great tracks, and should provide plenty of 
gambling fun for you this summer.  Just be smart about 
which pools to attack. 
  
About the author - Barry Meadow is the author of Money 
Secrets At The Racetrack.  For seven years, he published 
the newsletter Meadow’s Racing Monthly.  In 2014, he 
won the first-ever Ron Rippey Award for handicapping 
media.  His newly revised website, trpublishing.com, 
features a number of free handicapping articles.  To be 
notified about his upcoming book The 4 C’s of 
Thoroughbred Handicapping, send an e-mail to 
barry@trpublishing.com requesting to be on his mailing 
list. 
 

 
 

 
David Aragona - Handicapper for TimeformUS focusing on 

the NYRA circuit 
 
1.  With the proliferation of "big days" at Saratoga, do 
you find your play has increased, decreased, or stayed 
about the same on regular days? 
 
   Generally, I find that my play stays about the same, but 
of course it depends on the particular card and the 
strength of my convictions. There is the natural temptation 
to aim for a massive score on the “big days,” but it isn’t 
always meant to be. Instead, I find that I’m at my best 
when I approach each card with a similar mindset. I want 
to bet my strongest opinions whether it’s a 9-race Monday 
card or a Saturday extravaganza with 5 graded stakes. At 
Saratoga, there’s so much fantastic racing packed into a 
short period of time, so I try not to get ahead of myself 
and focus on each day as it comes.  
 
2.  By contrast, on those "big days," are you playing 
more, less, or about the same?  What's your opinion of 
those cards overall? 
 
   While I think “big days” are great for the fans, they can 
be a mixed bag from a wagering perspective. A “big day” 
may be stacked with graded stakes races featuring the top 
horses in the country, but if your handicapping tells you 
that it’s likely to turn into a chalk parade, it’s probably 
unwise to swing for the fences. There will always be 
another opportunity looming right around the corner at 
this meet, so there’s no need to force yourself into 
adopting strong opinions on the “big days” if they don’t 
come naturally.  
   Conversely, when you do find yourself coming up with 
solid opinions, or stances that conflict with the general 
public’s views, “big days” can be the best times to 
capitalize on those situations due to inflated pools and 
fans’ sentimentality affecting the tote board.  
  
3.  You come up with some solid spot plays from time to 
time. Are you a replay watcher to uncover some of these 
sneaky good plays? 
 
I watch a lot of replays. In my opinion, there’s no better 
way to improve your handicapping than to rewatch races. 
When reviewing a race, it’s usually pretty easy to pick out 
horses that had obvious trouble – those that were bumped  
or steadied. However, it’s also important to take stock of  

(continued on next page) 
 

https://visitor.r20.constantcontact.com/manage/optin/ea?v=001G9ha2onFF_onHEAWs0BPI1-uiAWlgaP-6XGVjf_DXKEknOFY77c12S2Atarn0LoakNkFlnPaJ_BY982ktSSBooHZlKL7-MLc
mailto:barry@trpublishing.com
https://twitter.com/HorseToWatch


THE HORSEPLAYER MONTHLY, BROUGHT TO YOU BY THE HORSEPLAYERS ASSOCIATION OF NORTH AMERICA 

 

7 

 

 

 

the finer details. For instance, how fast or slow was the 
pace? Were horses rallying outside, or did the speed 
horses hang on? Who got a wide trip? How did trouble at 
the start impact a horse’s results? This process can be 
especially lucrative at Saratoga with so many large fields 
and a plethora of turf races. 
   That said, I also spend plenty of time examining trainer 
statistics, looking up pedigrees, and assessing out-of-town 
form. It’s really easy to miss key details when analyzing 
races this complex, so I try to adopt a well-rounded 
approach to my handicapping. 
 
4.  In the upcoming crush of 2-year-old races, are there 
any angles or under-the-radar trainers that you pay 
attention to? 
  
   On dirt, Todd Pletcher continues to be dominant despite 
seeing some declines in recent years. When a Pletcher 
runner gets bet strongly in its debut, the money is almost 
always right. Over the past five meets, Pletcher has won 
with 18 of 20 2-year-old first time starters that were bet 
down to odds-on favoritism (90%, $2.94 ROI) – and the 
two runners that lost both finished second, by a head and 
a neck. That’s pretty remarkable. 
   The breakout star trainer of two-year-olds last year at 
Saratoga was Mark Casse, who saddled eight winners from 
24 starters during the meet, good for a $3.51 ROI. Notably, 
six of those victories came in turf races. He had not 
enjoyed the same success in prior years, and actually went 
0-for-14 with 2-year-old starters in 2015, so it remains to 
be seen if he can put together another strong meet this 
year. Steve Asmussen also typically brings some live 
juveniles to the Spa. It’s been especially profitable to bet 
his second-time starting maidens on the dirt. Over the past 
five meets, he is 9 for 21 (43%, $4.08 ROI) with that move.  
On the other hand, Chad Brown’s 2-year-olds have not 
made for great wagers at recent Saratoga meets. Over the 
past two seasons, his juvenile runners have been wildly 
overbet. Between the 2015 and 2016 meets, he went just 
eight-for-51 (16%) with all juvenile runners, with an ROI of 
$1.32. Tellingly, only five horses in that sample went off at 
odds of higher than 5-1. He’s had far stronger showings in 
the past, but lately it’s difficult to find situations where his 
two-year-olds offer significant value. 
   And, of course, I listen to Maggie Wolfendale’s paddock 
analysis of the 2-year-old races whenever possible. That 
kind of “in the moment” information is invaluable. 
 
5.  By the same token, on the turf course do you have a 
favorite angle or trainer you pay extra attention to? 
 
   Beware of Chad Brown underlays in turf routes. Over the 
past two Saratoga seasons, Brown won at a respectable 
22% clip with all of his starters in turf races at a mile or 
farther, but the ROI was just $1.58. It’s the burden of 
success – he wins at such a high rate that handicappers 
have started to overestimate his horses’ abilities. Be 
skeptical of Chad Brown-trained favorites that are merely 
taking money because of that “Chad Brown factor,” 

especially in spots where runners with similar merits are 
going off at higher prices.  
   On the positive side, I’ve learned to respect Mike Maker 
runners on the grass. No trainer in the country is better off 
the claim in turf races, and he’s had particular success in 
marathon turf routes on the NYRA circuit. Furthermore, his 
horses don’t tend to be as universally appreciated as those 
of a Chad Brown, so it’s easier to find value plays in his 
barn. 
   I also like to look at results from the recently completed 
Belmont meet to see which trainers could be sitting on a 
big Saratoga after lackluster showings downstate. The two 
trainers that fit that bill are George Weaver and Bill Mott, 
who both struggled to get going over the past few months, 
but have a history of winning when it counts up at the Spa. 
On the flipside, I’ll be interested to see if Jeremiah 
Englehart can prolong the success of his outstanding 
Belmont meet where he was especially strong in turf 
sprints, winning with eight of his 21 starters. 
  
6.  With a longer Saratoga meet do you find some solid 
betbacks that the crowd may miss, or is it tougher to 
uncover those with so many people watching the meet? 
 
   It has absolutely gotten harder over the past few years as 
horseplayers have gained greater access to race replays, 
trainer stats, workout reports, and expert analysis from 
the handicapping team at NYRA. That said, it’s still 
worthwhile to put in the work, since some things will 
inevitably slip through the cracks. I also find that 
handicappers tend to latch onto local betbacks (horses 
that had previously run at the meet) more than they do 
with horses that had poor trips out of town, so it’s 
definitely worth watching replays from other tracks. 
 
7.  Do you have any favorite Saratoga story – a wager, a 
race seen, anything like that? 
 
   Saratoga is a special place for me. I’ve been making the 
trip with my father every year since I was 10 years old, so I 
have countless fantastic memories.  
From a wagering perspective, I had one of my best days 
ever when Will Take Charge won the Travers in 2013. I had 
a strong opinion about him being a likely upsetter in that 
race off his solid Jim Dandy effort, and was able to string 
together a winning Pick-4 ticket that included Capo 
Bastone’s 28-1 upset in the King’s Bishop and ended with 
the Travers. The excitement of the score was amplified by 
the drama of the race’s stretch drive, as Will Take Charge 
never looked like he was getting up, but somehow nailed 
Moreno on the wire. 
   My favorite race to have witnessed live at the Spa has to 
be Rachel Alexandra’s Woodward. It was the kind of day 
that is hard to describe to those who did not experience it 
– almost like a Triple Crown attempt, but with a distinctly 
Saratoga flavor. You got the feeling that the entire town 
had fallen in love with that filly and had come out to the 
racetrack to appreciate her. The grandstand was literally 
shaking as she hit the wire in the front. 
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By Cangamble 
 

 
 
   Let's look into into future, maybe three years from now 
or maybe 203 years from now.   Racetrack owners will 
finally get together and decide that since successful sports 
such as baseball, football and basketball all have 
Commissioners, horse racing should have a Commissioner 
too.  Commissioners have one major goal, and that is to 
grow the game's customer base while being mindful of the 
health of the athlete.  They use uniform rules that are 
subject to change (if it is found that certain rules may 
cause too many customers to stray from their game, or if 
athletes are sustaining too many injuries). Commissioners 
have an ace in the hole; they can objectively impose 
significant fines and suspensions for cheating or bad 
behavior. 
   Here is some of what a Racing Commissioner in a 
centralized office can accomplish: 
 
Uniform fines and suspensions.  If a Lakers player gets 
caught doing drugs in Los Angeles, he isn't only suspended 
there.  He can't play anywhere for however long the 
suspension is.  If a Knick is caught doing exactly the same 
thing, he gets the exact same fine and/or suspension.  This 
same standard will now apply in horse racing. 
 
Uniform medications.  This is a no-brainer.  As the new 
Horse Racing Integrity Act suggests, make a list of what can 
go into a horse's system and when, and make everything 
else illegal.  This list should also include procedures such as 
"doing the stifles," and even go as far as regulating 
hyperbaric chamber use.  All procedures should be 
reported to the track and that info should be reported to 
the commissioner's office and posted on their website so 
horseplayers and horsemen alike can view it.  The NFL has 
no problem making public when a player stubs his to even 
though it is illegal to bet on football nudge-nudge, wink-
wink. 
   The Commissioner's Office will be in charge of 
monitoring out of competition testing as well.  It should 
also be in charge of hiring the testers and placing them in 
the right areas. 
 
Uniform minimum wagering bet types.  This will happen 
by osmosis if there is a Commissioner.  Payouts also will be 

uniform (tris will either show a payoff based on $1 or 50 
cent bet at every track, for example). 
 
Uniform whipping rules.  Whether it is decided that hitting 
a horse more than three times in succession is a no-no, or 
if whips are eventually banned, every racetrack participant 
will operate under the same set of rules.  Of course, track 
owners will be invited to Hawaii, where betting on horses 
will be legal by then, to participate in an annual Owners’ 
Meeting where new proposed rules can be suggested and 
decided upon.... by the Commissioner's Rules Committee.  
That committee will be made up of mainly horseplayers. 
   Speaking of Hawaii, a Commissioner's office might be 
able to focus resources to lobby to legalize horse race 
wagering in states that do not allow horse racing gambling 
at all and/or over the internet.   
   The office can be a place to go to with new innovations.  
A Commissioner whose interest is to grow the customer 
base would most likely push through exchange wagering 
and even a national lottery. 
 
A Centralized Inquiry Center.  There will be two sets of 
eyes on each live race to look for fouls when not called by 
jockeys.  If there is an inquiry, the same three judges get to 
make a decision whether the potential interference just 
happened at Delaware Park or Saratoga or both.   It should 
be noted that the horseplayers will inevitably decide if 
they want the standard to be "if a horse wouldn't have 
beat the horse who interfered with it anyway, there is no 
DQ" or "there will be a DQ for any interference."  This is 
where the ability to poll the customer comes into play.  
Also, in basketball, there is no need to hear from a player 
who may or may not have tipped a ball out of bounds.  The 
same line of thinking should work with objective stewards 
not having to hear from jockeys. The replays should be 
enough to tell the whole story.  If three stewards can't 
come to a full agreement, the results should stand, and 
there should be no need for an appeal.  The stewards will 
also use objective standards when it comes to fair starts.   
   The reason there won't be too many overlapping 
inquiries is because the Commissioner's Office will have 
final say on scheduling races.  Tracks will submit the 
amount of race dates, their preferred post times and 
actual dates, and the commissioner's office will do its best 
to accommodate those race dates and also space all races 
as much as is humanely possible so races at multiple tracks 
don't go off at the same time nearly as much as they do 
right now.  They might even be able to help negotiate 
optimal times with racetracks which will help racetracks be 
as profitable as possible.   
   And yes, there will heavy fines for post drag violations.  
Bettors hate it, and that is what matters to the Commish. 
 
   There are other things the Commissioner can look after, 
like capping takeout and push to eliminate breakage, but 
just about everything above can't be achieved without 
some form of a centralized body.   
 

https://twitter.com/Cangamble
http://bet.horseplayersbet.com/
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DerbyWars Announces Track Partnerships 
   Our friends at DerbyWars recently announced that they 
have teamed up with NYRA, Monmouth, the 
Meadowlands, Ellis Park, Kentucky Downs, Louisiana 
Downs, and Fairmount Park for contests.  DerbyWars will 
be sharing revenue with these tracks and the horsemen, 
and DerbyWars will receive video and data for use by 
players. 
   “Our mission is to be an innovator in horse racing and 
establishing these additional track partnerships will help us 
continue to introduce new players to racing, re-engage 
others, and ultimately grow the sport,” said Mark Midland, 
CEO of DerbyWars. “We continue to see tremendous 
growth opportunities for the sport through contests and 
we're thrilled to be working with more tracks going 
forward.” 
   More information on this story is available here. 
 
Record Handle in Hong Kong 
   The Hong Kong Jockey Club recently completed their 
2016-17 season of racing, and it did a record business, with 
handle numbers of HK$117.4 billion (US$15.04 billion). 
    “Our growth this year has been extraordinary; it has 
surprised me how strong it has been,” said Hong Kong 
Jockey Club CEO Winfried Engelbrecht-Bresges.  “This time 
last year we weathered a small economic storm that 
impacted the region and resulted in a 2% dip in our overall 
turnover, our first decline in eight seasons. To come back 
from that with a new record of HK$117.456 billion for the 
season, up 10.7% on 2015/16, is a tremendous 
performance.” 
   The previous record came in 2014-15 when the HJKC did 
HK$107.925 billion (US$13.83 billion). 
   “The incredible interest in Hong Kong racing from the 
commingling jurisdictions is one of the main drivers in this 
year's growth,” Engelbrecht-Bresges continued. “If you 
look at last year, the total turnover from commingling was 
HK$3.47 billion (US$440 million), which was 3.3% of the 
total; this year, with our expanding portfolio of partners, 
total turnover from commingling was HK$6.5 billion 

(US$830 million), an astounding increase of 87.1% and 
5.7% of the total. This gives us significant optimism going 
into next season because we can see that the 
attractiveness of Hong Kong racing's quality has really 
captured overseas markets.” 
   Additional details on this story are available here. 
 
Night Racing at Belmont? 
   Officials with the New York Racing Association have been 
lobbying for legislation that would enable Belmont Park to 
host night racing. 
   “How do we bring more people to our NYRA tracks to 
enjoy all we've done over the last four years to make it a 
compelling experience?” asked NYRA CEO and president 
Chris Kay in a recent TDN podcast. “That's our challenge. 
That's precisely why we are trying to get approval from the 
legislature to get racing at night at Belmont two nights a 
week during both the spring and fall meets. Most young 
people are at work during the daytime. Most people, 
period, are at work during the daytime. If you've never 
been brought out to the track as a young boy or girl how 
do I get you to come out now? Well, I let you come out 
after work, just the way the Yankees and the Mets and the 
Red Sox do. On weekdays they have their events at night. I 
think that's the smart way for us to go in the future.” 
   This story is continued here. 
    

 
June Handle Numbers up Despite Fewer Races/Dates 
   Handle was up from June 2016 to June 2017 by 3.92% 
despite the fact race days dropped by 2.97%. 
   In June 2016 total handle was $897.3 million, and in June 
2017 that number surged to $932.5 million.  Total dates 
run in June 2016 were 502, which dropped to 488 this 
year, and races run fell from 3,986 in June of last year to 
3,866 this year.  Field size was about the same year-over-
year (7.41 in June 2016 and 7.39 in June 2017). 
   More information on this story is available here. 
    

http://www.paulickreport.com/
http://www.paulickreport.com/horseplayers-category/
https://www.derbywars.com/
https://www.paulickreport.com/horseplayers-category/derbywars-announces-several-new-track-partnerships/
https://www.paulickreport.com/news/the-biz/hong-kong-jockey-club-closes-season-record-turnover/
https://www.paulickreport.com/news/the-biz/night-racing-nyra-tracks-thats-smart-way-us-go-future/
http://www.paulickreport.com/login/?action=register
https://www.paulickreport.com/news/the-biz/economic-indicators-wagering-figures-increase-june-purses-race-days-decline/
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Brian DiDonato - Managing Partner, Franklin Ave. Equine 
Advisors; Racing Editor, Thoroughbred Daily News; and 
Betfair Exchange Analyst 
 
1.  With the proliferation of "big days" at Saratoga, do 
you find your play has increased, decreased, or stayed 
about the same on regular days? 
 
   Maybe it's decreased a tiny bit, but not by much if 
anything. My major focus is on 2-year-old maiden races, so 
I might love a sequence on a Thursday more than one 
consisting of graded stakes on a big day. Races at Saratoga 
are so competitive at any level--and probably more so in 
the maiden or allowance ranks than they are in the graded 
stakes--that it's not as if those "regular" days don't consist 
of very attractive betting races worth taking swings in. 
Everyone knows pretty much everything about the graded 
runners, but they certainly don't when it comes to 
maidens or shippers, so those are good races to look for 
prices in.  
 

 
 
2.  By contrast, on those "big days," are you playing 
more, less, or about the same?  What's your opinion of 
those cards overall? 
 
   Not to completely contradict my answer to the first 
question, but I'm definitely more likely to spend a bit more 
on a "big day"--mostly just because they're so exciting to 
get involved in (not a +EV reason, I know), and because the 
pools are obviously much softer than they are on a 
weekday at Aqueduct or something. While the graded 
races are probably more predictable and often feature 

smaller fields, it's not the worst thing to find something 
solid to stand on in certain legs if you can use those 
more obvious or neutral opinions to leverage your other 
opinions that will infuse value.  
  
3.  You come up with some solid spot plays from time to 
time. Are you a replay watcher to uncover some of these 
sneaky good plays? 
 
   Yes, I'd say replays and pedigree are the two best sources 
of value in our current wagering landscape--at least for 
me. I'm not tech or math savvy enough to build my own 
models or anything like that, but I'm willing to spend hours 
and hours watching replays and taking notes and I've 
watched enough races in the past 10 or 11 years that I 
definitely trust what I see at this point.  
   Last year I set out to watch every 2-year-old race in 
North America and take notes for every horse. I did pretty 
well with it, but got completely burned out and by midway 
through Saratoga could no longer keep up with it. That's 
the toughest thing about being a devoted trip 
handicapper: it's extremely time consuming and if you try 
to take a day off, you're just making more work for 
yourself later. It pretty much has to be your full-time job to 
do it right. I decided to spare myself and not do all those 
trip notes this year, but I did put together a 
spreadsheet with pedigree info and breeze notes for every 
horse entered in a major 2-year-old sale. I was shopping 
the sales for our new racing partnership anyway, so I was 
going to do the work either way. It's definitely been useful 
so far in uncovering live firsters.  
   Any work you can get done ahead of time is going to help 
you mightily when it comes to playing a meet like 
Saratoga. There's just so much information to consider and 
digest, and then you've got to map out plays and all that, 
so being productive when you're less busy in order to be 
fresh and clear-headed when it matters is vital.  
  
4.  In the upcoming crush of 2-year-old races, are there 
any angles or under-the-radar trainers that you pay 
attention to? 
 
Trainer stats are definitely useful and should be taken into 
account when betting babies, but you also need to think 
about trainer intent, who the owner is, etc. A guy who 
doesn't do well with 2-year-olds in general might have a 
new client he wants to win early for, or he might just get a 
horse who's ready to win early simply on his or her own 
talent. I'm not necessarily looking for sneaky trainers in 
general, but I'm looking for horses who have reasons to 
win other than their trainers--it's always on a case-by-case 
basis. I think workout reports can also be useful. I wouldn't 
rely on them heavily for the grades they give, but 
it's helpful to know who horses have been working in 
company with and then projecting from there.   

(continued on next page) 

https://twitter.com/BDiDonatoTDN
http://www.nyrabets.com/
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5.  By the same token, on the turf course do you have a 
favorite angle or trainer you pay extra attention to? 
 
   In keeping with the 2-year-old/first-time-starter theme, I 
firmly believe that pedigree trumps all in turf route maiden 
races. Basically nobody, including trainers most of the 
time, knows how a turf route firster is going to run until 
they step on the grass. They'll know if they're fit, but they 
won't know how much talent they have because they're 
never breezing two turns in the morning. So you'll 
see crazy prices on horses with huge turf route pedigrees--
partially for the reasons I just described, but also because 
the average casual player at Saratoga isn't diving deep into 
pedigree.  
   The other obvious angle on the Saratoga turf is that it 
can get speed biased when it's dry/hot, which gets further 
exaggerated by the lack of aggression by the New York 
jockey colony.     
  
6.  With a longer Saratoga meet do you find some solid 
betbacks that the crowd may miss, or is it tougher to 
uncover those with so many people watching the meet? 
 
   I think if you chart biases you might be able to find some 
good bet backs in the second half of the meet because that 
stuff can be hard for the public to pick up on, but it does 
seem like there are few hidden trips on the New York 
circuit.  
   Guys like Andy Serling, David Aragona and Nick 
Tammaro, when he was making picks every day, do such a 
great and thorough job with their analysis that there aren't 
any many secrets. 
    Plus all the big bettors watch the NYRA circuit because 
the pools are the largest. You're probably better off finding 
trip horses from out of town who are shipping in.    
 
7.  Any wagering tips for Saratoga? 
 
   As hard as it is to do this during Saratoga, you need to be 
patient and try not to bet every race. You can get 
completely buried there in a hurry, and then you're going 
to look at the next day's card and find five more horses 
you're dying to bet. Bankroll management is important 
everywhere, but it's probably extra important during 
Saratoga when we're all betting a bit more and following a 
bit closer. It's an intense six weeks of gambling and you 
could come out way ahead or look back in horror at how 
much you lost.  
   Also be cognizant of the fact that there could be a 
landmine lurking in just about every sequence--there's 
very rarely a straightforward race or series of races. You 
need to be smart with your ticket construction, utilize 
multi-ticket structure and never just default to the obvious 
or to the favorite.      
 
    
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
By Rich Nilsen, agameofskill.com 
 
   Nestled in a quaint town in the middle of the Adirondack 
Mountains, Saratoga Racetrack is like none other in the 
country.  Known for the best horse racing of the year, 
Saratoga is the meet many horseplayers look forward to 
each summer.  
   I have been going to "the Spa" since I was a young boy.  
When I visited as a tyke with my family in 1977, a couple of 
2-year-olds by the names of Affirmed and Alydar were 
running that day.   My father liked Alydar.  Neither my 
mom nor my brother knew how to handicap, but they both 
picked Affirmed to win.   The rest is history. 
   There is nothing like Saratoga racing in the summer, and 
for a horse racing fan, it doesn't get much better.  
Needless to say, it's a heck of a lot better when you win 
and you win consistently. 
 

 
Horses break from the starting gate at the Spa - photo by 

Penelope P. Miller, America’s Best Racing 
 
   How can one possibly beat Saratoga, one of the toughest 
meets that handicappers will face all year long? The top 
barns converge on the beautiful upstate New York track 
every summer, and the money of horseplayers everywhere 
follows in droves. Pools are plentiful, but so are the 
contentious races. And it those contentious races that can 
make Saratoga so difficult to beat.  There are some races 
that are reminiscent of the Breeders' Cup events where so 
many runners are contenders and throw-outs are hard to 
find. 
   There are several facets of Saratoga that every  

(continued on next page) 
 

http://www.agameofskill.com/
https://twitter.com/PenelopePMiller
http://www.americasbestracing.net/
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 handicapper should know, and there are some solid 
strategies that I recommend for beating the upcoming 
2016 meet.  At a minimum, if you apply these steps, you'll 
be putting the percentages in your favor over 95 percent 
of the wagering public who have no game plan and 
approach each day haphazardly. 
 
Key # 1 - Understand How the Tracks Play 
   On most days the Saratoga main track plays very kindly 
to speed horses. It can be very difficult to make a wide 
move on the turn for home, sustain that run and get up for 
the win. The predominant speed bias, of course, is more 
prevalent the shorter the distance, but on many days, the 
tracks favors speed in all of the dirt races. 
   Making a three- to four-wide move around the far turn is 
very difficult for most runners to sustain.  Always be on the 
lookout for horses that suffer from that type of trip with 
the hopes of scoring with them at a price next time out. 
   Be alert because there is always a range of days at 
Saratoga when the speed bias not only disappears but the 
track begins to strongly favoring closers. This is one of the 
most important times of the meet for the serious player.  
Catch on to this reverse bias early enough and you could 
'make' your entire meet in a matter of days. It will happen, 
because it seems to every year, so keep an eye out for it. 
   In my opinion, the two turf courses can be very 
inconsistent, especially from one year to the next. Just 
because the inner turf course favored closers in one mile 
races last year doesn't mean that is going to happen this 
summer. In general, both turf courses give the edge to 
closers, but there are plenty of races and plenty of days 
when that is not the case.   Whether it is the weather or 
some other factor, the turf courses can suddenly begin to 
favor early speed and it is vital that the handicapper keeps 
their eyes open to this short-term bias that can last one 
week or more. 
   Do beware of the inside posts in the commonly-run 5 1/2 
furlong turf sprints. It is well known that, historically, the 
rail (one post) can perform very poorly in turf sprints. If the 
inside horses don't break sharply and demonstrate good 
early speed, they can get shuffled back and subsequently 
boxed in during the cavalry charge to the turn.  As a result, 
middle and outside posts are often the best draws in these 
swiftly-run, short races.  Tactical speed is also very 
important as it is very hard for a deep closer to win in 
these turf dashes. 
   Understanding how these tracks play and staying alert 
for short-term changes to the predominant biases is 
absolutely critical for the Saratoga horseplayer. 
 
Key # 2 - Have a Game Plan  
   How often do we approach an important meet like this 
and we have no idea what we are hoping to accomplish 
and how we are going to wager from one day to the next?  
I'll take an educated guess and say that is the case for most 
players.   We don't want to shoot from the hip. Many 
players, me included, make wagers based on the races we 

handicap and "who we like." We will make all sorts of bets, 
from straight wagers to stabs at the pick-6. 
   The better choice is decide what your game plan is going 
to be prior to opening day of the Saratoga meeting. It is 
certainly fine to make various types of bets, but you may 
want to focus most of your wagering strategy on one or 
two bet types.  Maybe you are good at structuring Trifecta 
or pick-4 wagers.   Maybe you're an effective straight 
player (win, place, show) but you get "sucked into" playing 
exotics.  Recognize your strengths and build a game plan 
around them. 
   Heeding this advice and showing discipline throughout 
the meet could be a real difference maker for your bottom 
line. 
  
Key # 3 Pick Your Spots 
   This is the key to beating the meet. You are not going to 
finish ahead by the time Labor Day rolls around if you are 
playing every available race at the Spa.  Unless you're 
Houdini, that simply isn't going to happen. 
   "Without self-discipline, success is impossible, period." ~ 
Lou Holtz 
   Needless to say, ‘picking your spots’ is good advice year-
round for horseplayers, but especially so for Saratoga due 
to all the contentious races. Handicappers looking to turn a 
profit over the 40 days have to pick their spots. Focus on 
the races you excel at and avoid the ones you typically 
don't have a good handle on.  If you have been playing the 
races long enough than you know what they are, so use 
that knowledge to your advantage. Or pay the 
consequences. 
 
Get all 7 Steps for Turning a Profit at Saratoga at Nilsen’s 
handicapping and educational website, 
http://www.AGameofSkill.com 
  

 
Join with promo code HANA 

 
About the author - Rich Nilsen has been going to the races 
at Saratoga since he was a boy.  Growing up on Long 
Island, New York, he was introduced to the races by his 
father, a life-long horseplayer from Brooklyn.  He will be at 
a booth for BetPTC.com during the Equestricon Conference. 
 

http://www.agameofskill.com/
https://betptc.com/client-ui/betptc/spotlight/str_55019caf498e24adf9f5a72a
https://betptc.com/client-ui/betptc/spotlight/str_55019caf498e24adf9f5a72a
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By William Gotimer Jr., Past the Wire    
 
   Another Saratoga race meeting is upon us, and just as 
they have for more than 150 years, handicappers will scan 
past performances and use handicapping tools new and 
old to discern winners and value.  While the tools have 
been greatly expanded over the years, with easy access to 
video replay and ever more sophisticated speed and pace 
figures, the mission remains the same – pick winners. Any 
handicapper will tell you how frustrating the chase can be 
but also how rewarding. Like many things in life the pursuit 
is as enjoyable as the victory but when victory is elusive 
the frustrations mount.  
   This article is meant to explore how and why the 
Saratoga race meet is different. I like to say the race 
meeting is about humans, not horses, which is a departure 
from the norm at most times at most racetracks. Saratoga 
is a high-profile niche meet that holds historical and 
aesthetic significance beyond dollars and cents, and when 
dollars and cents are in play, they often exceed those that 
are earned or won on the track. For that reason there is an 
additional element that is hard to quantify in a pace figure 
or on paper – it is human emotion and desire.   
   Those of us who have owned or trained horses will tell 
you how difficult it is to win a race anywhere at any time. 
The winner’s circle is a goal that proves elusive to all but 
one in each race, and there are a million ways to lose a 
race. Each trip to the winner’s circle should be enjoyed as 
the accomplishment it is regardless of the time of year or 
conditions under which it occurs, but human nature being 
what it is, it simply is not. The winner’s circle before a 
sparse or grizzled crowd of gamblers simply does not 
compare to that during big days or big meets such as 
Saratoga. Similarly, the congratulations one gets for 
winning a race in New York City, or another area where 
racing is not on everyone’s mind, cannot compare with 
being congratulated by friends new and old as you walk 
down Saratoga’s streets or eat and drink in Saratoga’s 
many restaurants and bars. It is simply a high whose value 
exceeds its cost.  
   Similarly, a splashy performance by a runner at Saratoga 
during sales week can slingshot its sire to unexpected 
levels in that week’s select sales. An eye-popping first time 
starter by a new sire is immeasurably more valuable sales 
week than it is the rest of the year, and this is not lost on 
the human connections. It is not a coincidence that 2-year-
old maiden special weights are full in the days preceding 
the yearling sales, and it is not uncommon for owners to 
save well-meant first-time starters for that week in hopes 
of sparking interest in the bloodlines. 
   The battle for sire supremacy can even extend into the 
races on the track. The way in which the 2015 Travers 

Stakes, which saw American Pharoah defeated for the only 
time during his 3-year-old season, was a surprise to many 
handicappers, but not so surprising when one realizes that 
more than purse money was on the line. In the race were 
horses owned by the titans of the stud world - Coolmore 
and Godolphin. American Pharoah, riding the crest of his 
awesome performances throughout his Triple Crown and 
Haskell sweep, was poised to stamp himself as the desired 
sire of the next five years. His opponent, Frosted, was 
owned by the other stud powerhouse - Godolphin (who 
years earlier had recognized the importance of Saratoga in 
making a stallion by bringing Street Cry to run there after 
winning the Dubai World Cup in 2002,) had every reason 
to see to it that American Pharoah had a blemish on his 3-
year-old record.  It is therefore no real surprise that 
Frosted’s rider took the one-time tact of tackling American 
Pharoah’s speed from the outset in effectively costing 
Frosted all chance for victory but making American 
Pharoah’s victory far less likely. 
 

 
Frosted (pictured here at Belmont Park) battled with 

American Pharoah in the 2015 Travers- photo by Penelope 
P. Miller, America’s Best Racing 

 
   These and other emotional and personal reasons make 
winning at Saratoga more rewarding to certain 
connections than winning elsewhere, even if the overall 
annual dollars earned are fewer by waiting for the Spa 
meet. You cannot underestimate this in your 
handicapping, lest you miss otherwise unlikely winners. 
Each year I see solid handicappers shake their heads in 
disbelief at winners that stood out to me based upon this 
method of handicapping people and not horses. With that 
said - where do you begin? 
   No discussion of aiming for Saratoga would be complete 
without a discussion of one of the grandest Saratoga-
aimers of all-time- G.P. Odom. George Odom, known as 
Major or Maje since he was a child, was born in 1906 and 
was winning races at Saratoga until 1987. From a racing 
family (his father was a jockey and trainer, and part of the 
1955 inaugural class of inductees to the National Museum 
of Racing and Hall of Fame) he went to Columbia  

(continued on next page) 
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 University and then to work on Wall Street in 1930.  He  
was quoted as saying, “Bad timing. People were jumping 
out of windows so fast you had to watch out or they'd fall 
on you and crush you. Then in 1932, President Roosevelt 
declared the bank holiday. Well, I went to the races for the 
holiday and stayed there.''  
   Maje Odom loved to cash a bet, and it has been recalled 
that he won so much money on his 1938 Belmont Stakes 
winner Pasteurize, surviving a foul claim at a plush 8-1 in a 
six-horse field to boot, that he bought an airplane! When 
later in his career he ceased training a public stable, he 
settled into training primarily for he and his wife Mary and 
aimed for Saratoga. Each year he would start in March or 
April on the farm, have the requisite public works at 
Delaware Park in the months leading to Saratoga, and 
head to the Spa ready for bear.  He won a race at Saratoga 
nearly every year until his final starter Waggley won on 
August 23, 1987. They were always well-meant and fast, 
and many were first-time starters or off a lay-off. More 
often than not they scored as planned.  To those who 
remembered from year to year, it was a ritual and meant 
all was right with the world when one of his horses was 
well-bet and ran to it at Saratoga. Those that didn’t 
remember got to tear up tickets. 
   Today, trainer statistics are readily available and Maje 
Odom’s 30% winning percentage would be common 
knowledge. But what about the less obvious owner 
statistics? We all know of the owners who actively seek 
the owner title and run horses every day in all sorts of 
spots to garner wins.  They command most of the 
attention but what is more difficult to discern are the 
owners who aim for this meet but have limited starters. 
This article is meant to draw your attention to them as a 
warning to remember what you see in the Racing Form or 
speed numbers doesn’t capture everything.  
   Every trainer would relish the type of owner who would 
instruct them that making money was not the top priority 
but having a horse in top form for Saratoga was. Making 
an owner satisfied by having a horse in top form in a six-
week window allows the trainer to plan accordingly and 
seek the proper spot to accomplish the goal. It is a luxury 
many round-the-year owners don’t have, but one that 
provides a distinct advantage on the racetrack and at the 
betting window. There are many trainers who get this 
instruction each year from long-time owners, but some are 
new to the owner and receive the same instruction.  
   Below is my list of owners who tend to run better at 
Saratoga than elsewhere. Including their horses even when 
conventional handicapping tools and methods don’t point 
to them will provide you with an opportunity to have a few 
hidden winners and even more live competitors at 
compelling prices.  
 
 
 
 

Trainers to watch: 
James Bond – that’s worth repeating James Bond (see 
William Clifton below) 
George Weaver 
Tom Morley 
David Donk 
Jim Ryerson 
Roy S. Lerman 
   Surprisingly the Christopher Clement barn tends to fire 
better at Belmont and often has some over-bet horses at 
Saratoga. Still superb but usually over-bet 
 
Owner names to watch include:  
-Peter J. Callahan  
 
Maryland invaders  
- the family of the late Harry C. Meyerhoff (owner of 
Spectacular Bid)  
-R. Larry Johnson 
 
Saratoga stalwarts 
- William L. Clifton, Jr. 
- Roy S. Lerman 
- Roddy J. Valente 
 
Delaware invaders  
 -Steeplechase Farm,  
- Patricia Generazio (Jim Ryerson division) 
- Morris Bailey 
- Sovereign Stable,  
- former Seattle Slew owners Jim and Susan Hill,  
- William C. Schettine, 
- Timber Bay Farms (Estate of William Entenmann); 
- Hudson River Farms 
- Alex G. Campbell, Jr. 
- Mrs. Fitriani Hay 
- Gilbert G. Campbell 
 
   Each of these owners, for varying reasons, finds the 
added excitement and fun that a win at Saratoga brings 
worth striving for all year. What is more important is that 
each of them has proven they know how to target 
Saratoga successfully. Scanning the owner listings each 
morning for these owners will yield surprising results.  
Saratoga racing – it’s as much about people as it is about 
horses. 
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By Rich Halvey, Halvey on Horse Racing 
 
   Things are getting serious in Southern California. 
   Frank Stronach has sent Tim Ritvo to Santa Anita to save 
that track from potential demise.  For those who aren’t 
familiar with Ritvo, he has been the The Stronach Group’s 
Chief Operating Officer of the Racing Division since June 
2012. He’s seen as uniquely qualified because he has been 
a jockey, trainer, and a racetrack executive, and someone 
who can act as a bridge between the blue collar people 
who make the track go – the trainers, stable workers, and 
jockeys – and the corporate guys, people who Ritvo 
referred to as, “guys with MBAs and lawyers who don’t 
know the first thing about racing.” 
   I don’t know about you, but it sounds to me like he 
zeroed in on the first really big problem — guys running 
the track who might understand the business end of 
things, but don’t really understand horse racing. From the 
anecdotal evidence, Santa Anita seems to have found 
more than its share of track administrators, including the 
stewards, who can’t seem to help but regularly incur the 
ire of various stakeholder groups. While Ritvo is kind to the 
existing management personnel in public, he must have 
heard the regular criticisms of them, and I’d say it’s time 
for him to have some frank discussions in private. 
   But Ritvo expresses the real motivation to get everybody 
on the same page – the fact that Stronach owns a half 
billion dollar property that doesn’t return even 4-5%.  
Reading between the lines, at some point either Santa 
Anita becomes economically viable as a racetrack 
property, or Stronach either sells it (and if someone buys 
it, I don’t know why anyone would think they could do a 
better job of running a horse racing facility) or redevelops 
it. And while Ritvo doesn’t come right out and say it, 
horseracing in California is in as precarious a position as it 
has ever been in. If all the players didn’t see the urgency 
before, unless Ritvo succeeds in a big way, they may be 
looking at a new place of employment/recreation in the 
near future. 
 

 
Tim Ritvo will be seeking to keep the Santa Anita starting 
gate fuller on a more regular basis - photo by Penelope P. 

Miller, America’s Best Racing 

   To his credit Ritvo expressed an understanding of the 
importance of the bettors to the success of racing. Ritvo 
understands that without the bettors, there is no racing, 
but I’m not sure he understands exactly who his customers 
are and what they really want. Ritvo suggested that 
bettors want two main things: lots of options and field 
size. He went so far as to say field size was more important 
than the quality of the racing. That’s an interesting 
perspective, but one I can understand. A 12-horse state-
bred maiden field should be ripe for some major prices. 
I’ve expressed my opinion on both those issues. For me, 
the issue in racing is not that there are too few betting 
options available to bettors. In fact, there are far too many 
bets on each event at most tracks. The second race at the 
NYRA tracks has win, place, show, exacta, quinella, trifecta, 
superfecta, daily double, pick-3, and pick-4. It’s also the 
second leg of the pick-5. That’s 10 different pools in which 
to place your money. A bettor with some capitalization 
might get into a few of them, but how well can your $200 
a day guy cover combinations in the more complicated 
verticals and for how many races? And that doesn’t even 
count the pick-6 that will be coming up two or three races 
later. Of course the more bettors get into the complicated 
verticals, the less they will be in the higher churn pools, 
the less they will win, and the less they will spend their 
gambling dollar at the track, and I would think that should 
be a big deal to a track looking to maximize revenues. 
   I get it. You line up 10 random people at the track and 
you’ll get 10 different favorite bets, and so the people 
running the racetrack believe they are obligated to offer as 
many of those bets as they can on a respective race. Based 
on horse racing board discussions, there are arguments to 
be made on both sides, and I’d certainly be willing to defer 
to any definitive study on whether the Cheesecake Factory 
sized betting menu is superior to a smorgasbord focused 
heavier on the higher churn bets. But I still think you can 
have the complicated verticals, just fewer of them. 
   The other issue is the size of the minimum bets. It’s 
blasphemy to say so, but I don’t favor 10-cent minimums 
on superfectas or 50-cent minimums on trifectas or the 
pick-3/4/5. There is no self-interest. I simply believe the 
higher minimums will push people into the higher churn 
pools where they have a better chance of success and a 
better chance of staying in the game. I’ve heard the 
argument on the flip side – if they didn’t have the low 
minimums the modestly capitalized bettors wouldn’t be 
able to get into those pools, but raising the minimums is a 
bit like castor oil used to be for kids – it’s for their own 
good. 
   I’m reminded of the Andrew Beyer book, My $50,000 
Year at the Races. That’s how much Beyer made essentially 
betting win and exacta, and that kind of potential would 
exist 40 years later if those pools were sized as if it was 
1977. The horseplayer who is as much gambler as investor 
is going to struggle having to grind through a month with  

(continued on next page) 
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 an expectation to make as much as he dreams he could 
with one sweet pick-5 win. 
   I will concede two things. One track deciding to readjust 
the betting menu while others stay with the really low 
minimums will likely not work. For something like higher 
minimums and fewer pools per race to work, it really has 
to be an industry-wide effort. Two, I fully understand 
tracks aren’t going to change as long as they figure they 
can direct a significant part of the bettor’s bankroll to the 
higher take bets. Of course in California, they raised the 
take on exactas to the point where you are probably just 
as well betting the complex verticals. If Ritvo has any sense 
about how take affects handle, he’ll quickly petition to 
drop the exacta take to no more than 18%. 
   Field size is a trickier issue. It’s clear that too many five- 
or six-horse fields is a huge turn-off to bettors. But do we 
really want more 14 horse fields, especially if six of those 
horses are hopeless? Think about the Kentucky Derby. For 
the last three years I’ve been able to eliminate eight to ten 
horses, and I’ve only had one of my eliminations finish in 
the top three. Too many horses may be as bad as too few, 
especially if we’re talking about lower-price maiden races 
with a lot of inexperienced runners. If you have a 14-horse 
race, and you can toss seven runners, what advantage do 
you have? Then weigh that against the disadvantages. 
   I think the ideal number of starters is between 10 and 12. 
This provides plenty of combinations, doesn’t put too 
much pressure on the universe of horses in a respective 
price range to race often, and it limits the potential your 
horse will lose as a result of bad racing luck or post 
position. 
   Ritvo mentioned the potential for Santa Anita to go to a 
three-day-a-week schedule. I believe what he is really 
saying is that we need contraction in the sport. Although 
Ritvo has said that the issue is not a horse shortage but an 
owner shortage, his solutions to the problem are at the 
moment somewhat up in the air. The only thing he’s really 
offered is that more people should become owners 
because it is a great game, but as the old saying goes, the 
way to make a small fortune in racing is to start with a 
large fortune. Until it becomes more affordable (your 
horse would have to earn $4-5,000 a month to keep your 
head above water at Santa Anita), or there are significant 
tax advantages, it’s not going to be easy to attract new 
owners. 
   I’ve opined that racing is a three-legged stool consisting 
of the owners, the trainers and the bettors. Take any leg 
away, or make any leg longer or shorter than the others, 
the stool collapses. 
   We all appreciate Ritvo calling out the bettors as being 
the base of the racing pyramid, but the reality is that for 
years they have been at the bottom of the Santa Anita 
hierarchy, with the owners and trainers ahead of them. 
When Ritvo was asked about changes, he said, “I’m going 
to be the guy that goes to the TOC (owners), the trainers’ 
association, the breeders.” Did you notice any group 

missing, as usual? 
   If Ritvo is serious, the bettors will have the same seat at 
the table as the owners and the horsemen. To this point 
the bettors have not been well organized. There is no real 
equivalent of the HBPA or the Thoroughbred Owners of 
California for horseplayers, although perhaps HANA comes 
closest. The problem with horseplayers is that they’ve 
never had to adopt a groupthink sort of philosophy.  It will 
be very tricky for Ritvo to figure out how to embrace the 
bettors as he goes through the process of revitalizing the 
track, and he does so at the risk of causing the trainers and 
owners to become agitated if pleasing the bettors means 
the owners and trainers get any less money. 
   Ritvo has made his opinion on the importance of the 
bettors and the importance of a reasonable take very 
public. At this point, if he breaks faith with the bettors and 
doesn’t metaphorically put his money where his mouth is, 
he may wind up losing the whole thing. 
   One last point. For a while now, improvements to the 
barn area at Santa Anita have been the subject of 
discussion. Ritvo said, “It takes a huge amount of 
investment to maintain it and to upgrade it, and there is 
[no return on investment]. It’s a long term play.” 
   In another case of reading between the lines, what Ritvo 
is saying is, don’t expect us to invest in the backside until 
we know we’re going to be around for many more years.  
But, the most important thing is that nobody better give 
the slightest consideration to having the bettors pay for 
this. If anything, money to redo the stable area should 
come out of purses, which if Ritvo makes the right moves 
should be able to stay at least at current levels  In other 
words, since Santa Anita gets a percentage of handle to 
fund purses, if Ritvo can increase handle, he can have his 
stable redevelopment fund out of the increased revenue, 
while trainers and owners won’t have to accept lower 
purses. 
   Ritvo is certainly talking the talk. Let’s see given all the 
barriers he’ll have to break through whether or not he’ll be 
able to walk the walk. 
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Giving players – especially newer customers – a 
chance at winning money is something racing 

sorely needs for engagement & long term 
growth 

 
   As I am sure you’ve heard, handicapping contests have 
been in the news lately. Because I’m a horseplayer and not 
Matlock, I’m not going to dip my toe into the legal 
wrangling’s regarding them. But I would like to share an 
opinion on why I think these contests supply racing with 
something vitally important for its long-term prospects in 
the gambling market.  
   The daily fantasy sports space has been growing, and in 
2016 revenues topped $3.2B. Just this year, Draft Kings - 
one of the industry stalwarts - has been publishing some 
very interesting data on its website : distribution of 
winnings, aggregate user statistics, and beginner user 
statistics.  
 

 
 
   What the overall data shows is that these type of 
contests tend to spread the wealth around. About one 
third of the entry fees from the top 50% of customers 
results in about half the winnings.  
   For beginners, the numbers are stark, but not quite as 
bad as we may envision in a game such as this.  Over the 
last 30 days, 11% of newbies showed a profit, 27% broke 
about even, and 62% lost money.  
 

 
 
   At the end of this user statistics page, we see what Draft 
Kings is doing to encourage these newbies to become 
longer term customers. They link to contests for beginners, 
offer them leagues with other beginners, and link to their 
“DFS University” where they can learn and get better.  
   They aren’t spending this time, effort and money 
altruistically. They make little money on cheap contests for 
newbies and it’s a drag on revenue, if anything. Draft Kings 
is doing so because cultivating and creating a marketplace 
where new users have a chance to win (and current users 
can win enough to approach break even) is vitally 
important for the health of their game.  

   This concept is not just theoretical.  
 

 
 
   Just last month, Suhonen and Saastamoinen of the 
University of Finland published a study called, “How Do 
Prior Gains and Losses Affect Subsequent Risk Taking? New 
Evidence from Individual-Level Horse Race Bets.” They 
discovered the following: 
   “We find evidence for (i) the “house money effect” as 
bettors take riskier wagers after gains and mostly spend 
the money they have won; (ii) risk aversion after prior 
losses, which we label a “playing safe effect”; and (iii) a 
preference for breakeven.” 
   In terms of the gambler, what this means is pretty 
straightforward: When we win we spend the money we 
win, chasing more winnings. When we lose we are still 
confident we can win, but we crave risk averse games to 
wade back into the betting pool, and we are always 
striving for break even.  
   In North American horse racing, the pari-mutuel model 
alone is a whole different animal, and it does not allow the 
tenets of the Finnish study to be adhered to. If you are in a 
slump and want a low-risk contest to play (to stay engaged 
in the product) you don’t find much of it. What you are 
bombarded with are the enticing allures of hard-to-hit 
pools – jackpot bets (some with 60% takeout), pick-5’s, 
pick-6’s, superfectas, or the flashing “Bet the Super High 5 
now” message flying across your screen.  These are all 
bankroll killers.  
   Think about it for a second. At Draft Kings, with contest 
play, almost four in 10 new users the last 30 days (playing 
more than 50 contests!) have either won money or broken 
even. How many brand new horseplayers out of 100 can 
you say that about? 
   It wasn’t always like this, of course. When racing was 
much more popular with bettors than it currently is – like 
in the 1970’s – most races had only win wagering, there 
was one double, two or three races with exacta wagering, 
and perhaps a 10

th
 race with trifecta wagering. It was a 

whole lot easier, as the above study notes, to churn your  
(continued on next page) 
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 winnings, or seek out a way to climb back into profitability 
through low-risk bets.  
   I am not here to say racing should go back to the 1970’s. 
High risk bets (winning a lot while betting a little) are a 
huge part of the betting sport, and customers vote with 
their wallets.  However, I will submit that the current pari-
mutuel system does not take advantage of what some 
bettors crave to stay engaged in betting the sport.  
   That’s where contests come in and why we see so many 
who enjoy them; many who are saying the exact same 
thing.  
   Things like, ‘I can’t come close to making money in the 
pools, and I stopped betting racing, but I can be near break 
even in contests. Now I wager a little in the pools again, 
too.’  
   Or, ‘a few friends and I get together and play a contest 
and have a blast. It beats playing poker, or doing the yard 
work on a Saturday afternoon.’ 
   At the Asian Racing Conference back in 2008, the Vice 
President of Wagering at the Hong Kong Jockey Club 
presented his findings on a study they completed about 
customer retention. He said, paraphrasing, ‘once we lose a 
horse racing customer, he or she is almost impossible to 
entice back, which is why we need to keep them engaged 
at all costs.’ 
   The pari-mutuel system is not delivering what a vital 
customer subset needs to stay a customer. Contests help 
deliver this, and in my view racing needs to look at them 
from a completely different perspective. It’s not about a 
theoretical smidgen of revenue that’s lost to them in the 
short term that matters. It’s what they accomplish in the 
long–term that’s most important.  
 

 
Join with Promo Code HANA 

 

 
 
By Emily Gullikson 
 

The Osunitas Stakes is for fillies and mares, 3-and-up, 
racing 1 1/6 miles on the turf at Del Mar.  It is their seventh 

race on Friday’s card. 
 
   This race goes through the likely solid favorite in #4 MRS 
MCDOUGAL (5-2). When I am assessing the favorite, I take 
the approach of investigator trying to find faults and 
reasons to why the favorite can be vulnerable. Based on 
her career, and this placement there is little to knock. She 
has a very favorable OptixPlot position. Squares dominate 
the DelMar turf course. She has run well in graded stake 
company and her speed figures are strong and very 
competitive.  
 

 
Mrs. McDougal won the 2015 Lake George Stakes at 

Saratoga and will be making her first start at Del Mar in 
the Osunitas Stakes - photo by Penelope P. Miller, 

America’s Best Racing 
    
   If there are any concerns it is with the layoffs. Excessive 
layoff lines can often signal some type of issue. Richard 
Mandella has taken over training her and she has put 
together a continuous series of work outs going back to at 
least May. While price is unexciting, I would have a hard 
time telling anyone to completely toss her off tickets.  
 
   #8 LADY VALEUR (8-1) is a solid price alternative. She ran 
on OptixNotes at BTL (better than looked) last out in the 
G3 Intercontinental. She has run competitive in Graded 
Stake races and also well over this DelMar turf course.  
 
   The other OptixPlot squares worth a mention are #1 
STREET SURRENDER (10-1), distance might be less than 
ideal, but capable to save ground and #6 ANITA PARTNER 
(8-1) solid Q2 Square, highest win percentage on OptixPlot 
according to QuadStat.  
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Sinking marketing money directly into the 
horseplayer by seeding pools is effective, in 

both theory and practice 
 
   We’ve heard a lot of talk about marketing racing over the 
last several years. The discussion is certainly a valid one.  
According to a 2016 CMO Survey, US companies spend 
between 5% and 20% of general revenues on marketing. In 
the gambling space, casinos, bingos and lottery companies 
can spend as much as 25% of total revenue on marketing 
alone.  
   However, when the sport explores a marketing plan, it 
often involves spending money like a Barnes and Noble or 
Molson Breweries does; with commercials, giveaways, or 
event marketing. Most of these tactics have been tried, 
and although they have encouraged fans to visit Ontario 
racetracks, turning those visitors into long-term betting 
customers has been elusive.   
   Perhaps this should not be surprising. In today’s world, 
marketing is less about the sizzle and more about the 
steak. Jeff Bezos, the CEO of Amazon.com, told PBS’s 
Charlie Rose this in November:  
   "Before, if you were making a product, the right business 
strategy was to put 70% of your attention, energy, and 
dollars into shouting about a product, and 30% into 
making a great product.  The balance of power is shifting 
toward consumers and away from companies, the 
individual is empowered. If I build a great product or 
service, my customers will tell each other." 
   The theme that – in this new world – your product is 
your marketing was put a little more brusquely by venture 
capitalist Fred Wilson, who recently said, “marketing is for 
sucky products.” 
   You may be thinking that if the product truly is the 
marketing, then harness racing is a hard sell in the modern 
world. But if we look beyond the on-track sport and 
concentrate on the gambling product, there is some 
evidence that harness racing’s revenues can be improved, 
using something that can sell itself.  
   Enter the carryover.  
   Most everyone knows that a carryover is added money 
to a betting pool. But understanding how and why they 
work is a little more complex. Basically, there are two 
reasons carryovers are effective, and using a little simple 
betting math we’ll explore them.   
   First, carryovers lower the takeout on a wager.  
   If a pick 4 pool has a 20% takeout and $10,000 is 
wagered, $2,000 is withheld by the industry for purses and 
profits, and $8,000 is returned to bettors. This happens 
each day, and we’re all very familiar with these bets. Now, 
let’s change the mix and add a $5,000 carryover to that 
same pick 4 pool. For simplicity we’ll hold constant the 

$10,000 the bet usually attracts.  
   With a simple formula (where we divide the money 
distributed to bettors by the total pool) we land on an 
effective takeout rate. In our example - with the new 
money added - the takeout is no longer 20%, but negative 
30%. This means there’s 30 cents of extra value for each 
dollar wagered. In gambling parlance this is called a 
positive expectation pool and it’s the holy grail for 
wagering customers (for any game, not just horse racing).  
When a carryover is offered, time and time again we see 
handle increases as bettors chase this value.  
 

 
 
   Although carryovers and their efficacy is a relatively new 
concept here in North America, overseas they’ve been 
around for a while. In Australia, for example, it was 
mandated by law that blended takeout rates could not 
exceed 16%, and any revenue over that level had to be 
returned to customers. To return the surplus betting cash 
they created a 0% takeout pick 4 called a “Fat Quaddie”. 
Australian pick-4 handle - usually in the $200,000 range – 
vaulted to well over $2 million in some Fat Quaddie pools. 
Australia is a more mature gambling market than North 
America’s, so taking advantage of positive expectation 
pools was old hat for customers.    
   The reason the industry sees such massive inflows of 
betting capital with carryovers, but much lower volumes 
with guaranteed pools and jackpot carryovers, is precisely 
for this reason. Guarantees are often set below what a 
pool usually brings in, and jackpot bets (on non-mandatory 
payout days) have high takeout. In other words, carryovers 
have pool value, guaranteed pools and jackpot wagers do 
not.   
   The second reason carryovers have cache in the 
horseplayer world has particular relevance to harness 
racing: carryovers increase pool size.  
   It’s no secret that unlike many Thoroughbred tracks, 
harness racing pools are smaller and less viable to bet into. 
It’s a problem talked about over and over again at 
conferences or in track boardrooms across North America. 
Why small pool size is an issue is, again, illustrated with a 
little bit of betting math.  
   Let’s examine a pick-3 pool at a medium sized harness 
track; one with a pool size of $4,000 ($3,000 after a 25% 
takeout). If you want three 20-1 longshots on your ticket, 
the parlay payoff for that $1 bet is $9,261. If you bet into a 
pick-3 pool with your three 20-1 shots - and are lucky 
enough to hit it as a single ticket - you are paid only 
$3,000. This is a ridiculous wager for anyone to make, and 
dedicated gamblers will not enter the fray.  
What happens if we add a modest $2,500 carryover to this  

(continued on next page) 
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 pick-3 pool? As this chart below shows, the bet or don’t 
bet decision changes. 
 

 
 
   Any carryover pool should at the very least attract 
money to the 0% takeout level. In this case, that’s $10,000. 
Now the bettor’s 20-1 three horse parlay can pay 10,000-1, 
and he or she may choose to pull the trigger. Pool size and 
carryovers work together, and feed off themselves through 
this synergy.  
   At this point perhaps you’re saying, “That’s theory, but 
show me reality. Is handle being increased? Do carryovers 
work in Canada and the US for harness racing?” 
   With carryovers occurring with some frequency, we do 
have some data.  
   In February at the Meadowlands, a $25,000 pick-5 
carryover brought in $171,000 of new money. A week 
later, over $200,000 in new money was bet into a $38,000 
pick-5 carryover. Pick-5’s of this size are on par with what 
many large Thoroughbred tracks achieve.   
   No doubt everyone in the harness racing industry is well 
aware of the super high five mandatory payout pools 
Woodbine has offered a few times a year. An almost 
$550,000 carryover produced over $1.4 million in new 
money, just last month.  
   Because Canadian harness racing houses several smaller 
tracks with modest handles (and they’re not going to have 
$30,000 carryovers, or $500,000 mandatory payouts), 
Pompano Park is probably a worthwhile empirical 
example.  
   This past January, a $3,400 carryover in Pompano’s 12% 
takeout pick-4 pool brought in $35,000 of new money.   
In February, a very small $1,500 carryover enticed a total 
betting pool of over $19,000 for a super high five wager. 
In March, another super high five pool’s $3,900 carryover 
attracted over $32,000 in new money.  
   Overall, carryover amounts have averaged approximately 
$4,200 at Pompano this winter, and they’ve spurred an 
approximate $25,000 average pool size. This pool size is 
about 400% higher than their average in non-carryover 
pools.  
   “Regular customers know that carryover pools can create 
great value. We have experimented with our wagering 
menu the last few years, and some of our bets have 
produced carryovers. When we offer added money there’s 
a real action and buzz surrounding the card – both on 
social media and in the grandstand - and our customers 
respond with their dollars,” noted Gabe Prewitt, Pompano 
Park’s Director of Racing.  
   Pompano has been on a bit of a run of late. Handle has 
grown from $29 million to $61 million since 2014.   
   “Our carryover pools have definitely been a part of our 

handle growth. We’re on more horseplayer’s radar,” Gabe 
added.  
 

 
 
   Beyond the obvious handle increase, there are additional 
accretive benefits to carryover pools. A study by Jeff Platt 
of the Horseplayers Association of North America recently 
looked at the benefits surrounding the promotion of the 
California Players Pick-5 at Santa Anita, with 14% takeout.  
Although not specifically carryover related, Jeff examined 
the races which comprised the pick-5 and noticed that 
with more eyeballs on that one value bet, all pools 
increased. At the now defunct Balmoral Park, they too 
noticed this phenomenon when they lowered takeout on 
their pick 4 pools. 
   In addition to attracting new money and adding handle 
across the races that make up the carryover pool, there 
are other positive benefits.  
   Ed DeRosa, Director of Marketing for Brisnet.com, 
notices strong interest across his company’s handicapping 
product division when a carryover is announced.  
   “Non-jackpot carryovers are a marketer’s best friend. As 
someone who works for both racing information and 
wagering websites, I can attest that telling our customers 
about carryovers gets them to buy more information and 
wager more with it,” Ed noted via email.  
Having more people involved and interested in all facets of 
the product is what marketing is supposed to do, isn’t it?  
By now you may agree that carryovers can be a good 
marketing avenue, but how is one manufactured; they just 
happen sporadically, right? That’s true, carryovers do take 
some serendipity to occur, but they can be easily created, 
by seeding a pool.  
   Seeding pools – tried before with some success in 
Southern California – work exactly the same way as a 
carryover. A track, not the customer, supplies the $3,000 
or $5,000 for the carryover and places it directly into the 
starting pool – whichever pool the track chooses. This 
creates an ‘instant carryover’. 
   Once the seed amount and pool are chosen (and this 
step is very important) this information then needs to be 
filtered through the usual carryover channels. For an 
added boost, the bet may be advertised via Woodbine’s 
HPI Bets hub, and through some American mediums, 
frequented by customers.  

(continued on next page) 
 



THE HORSEPLAYER MONTHLY, BROUGHT TO YOU BY THE HORSEPLAYERS ASSOCIATION OF NORTH AMERICA 

 

24 

 

    You now have a carryover. You have a viable betting 
product to promote. 
   This system will clearly take planning and foresight, a 
budget, and some testing. Without that, seeding can work 
sub-optimally, and without a doubt Grand River is not 
going to seed $1,000 in their pick 4 tomorrow and have it 
fly off the virtual betting shelves. The track, race, day of 
the week, seed size amount and pool will all need to be 
experimented with to see what works best. Field tests 
have to occur and all hands need to be 000on deck in a 
professional way. Success, if achieved, will likely take some 
time, but both the theory and empirical results are sound.  
   Perhaps the most exciting characteristic of this marketing 
spend for the industry itself is that it’s measurable and 
supplies an immediate return. As the chart below shows, 
for a $5,000 seed, revenue to bet takers and the track is 
break-even at the $25,000 inflection point. For the track 
alone, the break-even handle amount is higher ($62,500), 
but with benchmark setting and testing, this is probably 
attainable.  
 

 
 
   We hear a great deal about marketing harness racing. 
Often times this involves thousands of dollars in 
giveaways, free parking, or radio and TV ads. Instead, why 
not, for 2018, create a pool of marketing money and use it 
to invest directly into customers. If the goal of marketing is 
expanding reach, getting more eyeballs on the Canadian 
harness racing product, encouraging the download of 
handicapping materials, and increasing handle (that 
provides a measurable return), seeding pools seems like an 
interesting and viable option.  
 

 

 
 
By Vin Rogers 
 
   I have good friend and fellow handicapper (let’s call him “Boris”) 
who is one of the sharpest players I’ve encountered.  He’s smart, 
analytical, experienced, and more importantly, brave.  Boris has won 
(and lost) more in one day than I would in a season.  He goes to the 
track with bankrolls of $500-$1,000 which, considering his income, is 
possibly comparable to the gambling habits of Ahmed Zayat.  (I 
should mention that, unlike this writer, Boris is also a good loser; I 
suffer pangs of guilt for days after a bad week or two.) 
   Boris goes to the track to win; possibly to someday make that “life-
changing score” we hear so much about from horseplayers.  Thus, he 
takes chances and often plays against his own analyses, his own 
obvious choices.  Why?  He is, of course, looking for prices – for 
VALUE! 
   Exhibit A:  We’re standing at the rail on a brisk November day at 
Aqueduct, comparing notes.  Boris mutters (half to himself and half 
to me) “I like the six horse – he’s quicker than anyone in this bunch – 
no other speed, worked 5 furlongs in 59 flat last week – can’t see 
any of these outrunning him…” 
   Ten minutes later, the race is over, the six has won.  I congratulate 
him in his selection.  He replies, “I bet the seven…” 
    “But you loved the six…” 
   “Yeah, but at 6-5, no value.” 
(The six incidentally went wire to wire in an effortless victory and 
paid $5.50.) 
   Boris is of course conventionally correct; he’s repeating the mantra 
I read and hear endlessly from players and analysts alike; we must 
find value. 
   My worst handicapping experience is to tout myself (or be touted 
by others) off a horse my handicapping methods have selected, who 
of course most likely wins.  Why?  Because I hate being wrong!  
Perhaps I suffer from a psychological disorder (some who know me 
would suggest I suffer from several).  Obsessive-compulsive?  
Perfectionist?  Narcissistic? 
   My expectations are materialistically humble; I don’t expect to hit 
it big, to make that “life-changing score”; but I do expect to get it 
right often enough to keep me interested in the game; thus I have 
no problem betting an even money favorite if my analysis tells me 
he’s the obvious choice.  I will not throw him (or her) out and hunt 
for a “value” horse.  My “value” lies in simply getting it right.  (I 
recognize that I’m oversimplifying the “value” question – i.e., there 
might well be value in my 6-5 selection.  However, in my experience, 
many players are almost automatic in their dismissal of a short 
priced runner; I’m not.) 
   I know, of course, that I am swimming against the tide.  I am 
constantly admonished by TV analysts, fellow handicappers, 
Horseplayer magazine and other writers to look for value.  
   My wagers are small – some would describe them as merely token 
wagers.  My selections rarely go off at odds higher then 5-1.  I get as 
excited as Boris does when my horse is in the midst of a tough 
stretch duel – even though he’s rooting for a 10-1 shot that might 
yield a $500 or $600 payoff while at best, I’ll collect ten bucks.   
   Fortunately for racing, there are far more Borises than Vin 
Rogerses and I’m fine with that – I love the game and want it to 
prosper – so –  Go, Boris!  Go for it!  May there be value in your 
every wager – (and a chicken in every pot). 

http://www.nyrabets.com/
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Taking a Stand against an Odds-on Favorite 
 
   Over the past 14 months there were 12,055 odds-on 
favorites in harness racing (U.S. data), and 6,655 of them 
(55%) won. This is not surprising to you, or me; harness 
racing – especially at half mile tracks – is a very chalky 
betting sport.  
   I don’t want to examine the horses who converted, 
however - these horses are obvious. Instead, I want to look 
at the 5,400 who lost.  
   When an odds-on favorite is beaten, the tote board can 
light up like a Christmas tree, because time and time again, 
many short priced horses are overbet in the exotic pools. 
In fact, in the sample above, the average exacta payoff 
when an odds-on horse wins is $24.10. When these horses 
lose, it vaults to $117.40. The same trifecta payoffs are 
$130.70 and $710.00 respectively.  
   With 20 and 25 percent juice, we need to be a part of the 
second sample of those numbers. It’s our path to 
profitability. The problem with the strategy is that 
capitalizing on it is tougher than advertised. 
   In behavioral economics, there’s a school of thought 
called “Prospect Theory”.  It alludes to the fact that we, as 
humans, when presented with two outcomes, tend to 
choose the one with the least risk, even though the riskier 
proposition is the correct choice. This is because losing is 
psychologically more painful to us, than the joy we get 
from winning.   
   No, the unwillingness to lose when making our 
selections, the predilection to think with the crowd, is not 
abnormal. For every-day handicappers one of the most 
difficult betting decisions for us to make is taking a strong 
stand against an obvious horse, even when we don’t like 
him or her.  
   Prospect theory is front and center at simulcast outlets 
and racetracks, where you and I often hear conversations 
that go like this: 
   “The 2-5 shot was on one line last time, and I wasn’t 
impressed. I’d like to throw her out, but she’s probably 
going to win. Maybe I’ll bet a saver.” 
   “The seven warmed up terrible and finished his last really 
soft. But I can’t find anything I like. I’ll sit this one out.” 
   “I hate this chalk so I’ll take a tiny shot on the seven. It’s 
worth five bucks.” 
   As handicappers, we need to recognize this bias, stab it 
with a steely knife and kill the beast. We have to be 
betting against the crowd (who are slaves to prospect 
theory) when we have a strong opinion, because in a pari-
mutuel game it’s our prime hunting ground. 

   Taking a swing when we “hate the chalk” is not worth 
“five bucks”, it’s probably worth fifty bucks. The 2-5 shot 
we noticed who was on one line is not a race to wring our 
hands over, it’s one to attack.  
   I think, deep down, we all know this. When we think back 
to our last memorable score, I bet dollars to donuts it was 
in a race where we didn’t like the chalk, we took a shot on 
a horse we’d been following, and the favorite didn’t hit the 
ticket.  
   Over the last 14 months there were over 5,000 
opportunities to find a vulnerable favorite. When we have 
a good opinion on a race that includes a strong favorite we 
dislike, we have to take a stand. We can’t think about 
savers, or avoiding risk. We can’t be guided by prospect 
theory. We need to invest our bankroll with verve.  
 
Road to the Hambletonian – Week 9 (courtesy of the 
Meadowlands) 
 
1.  Walner - Early season issues seem like a distant 
memory, last year’s champion with a 1:51.2 qualifier in a 
rain storm, cruised in his 3YO debut in 1:51.1, then 
dominated a Dancer division in a stakes record 1:50.2 from 
post eight on Pace Night, Hambletonian up next 
 
2.  Devious Man - Dominated the Empire Breeders Classic 
@ Vernon Downs in a career best 1:52.2, upset Long Tom 
in the Beal in 1:52.4, finished second to Walner from post 
seven in the fastest Dancer division 
 
3.  Long Tom - 2017 NJSS champion finished second as the 
heavy favorite in the Beal Final after crushing his 
elimination in 1:52.3, rallied to win a Dancer division in 
1:52.4 after missing two weeks 
 
4.  International Moni - Scratched sick @ The Big M on July 
8 due to colic, two-for-two in 2017 with a career best 
1:52.4 in the Goodtimes Final, qualified second [1:53.3] by 
a nose to the filly Princess Aurora on July 15 
 
5.  Bill’s Man - Runner up in the EBC Final, broke & finished 
seventh in the Beal, missed a week, then finished third to 
Walner in a Dancer division  
 
6.  Enterprise - First loss in five starts this season was a 
fading fourth as the heavy favorite in the Goodtimes Final, 
second [1:53.1] to What The Hill in a Big M qualifier on July 
8, did not race last week 
 
7.  What The Hill - 2016 Peter Haughton Memorial winner 
finished second to Long Tom in a Dancer division, Team 
Burke was second in the last two Hambletonians with 
Southwind Frank & Mission Brief 
 
8.  Giveitgasandgo - 2016 PASS champion sports a mark of 
1:52.3 @ Pocono Downs this season won a division of the 
PA All-Stars as the heavy favorite on July 9 in 1:54.2, did 
not race last week. 

http://visitor.r20.constantcontact.com/manage/optin/ea?v=001G9ha2onFF_onHEAWs0BPI1-uiAWlgaP-6XGVjf_DXKEknOFY77c12S2Atarn0LoakNkFlnPaJ_BY982ktSSBooHZlKL7-MLc
http://visitor.r20.constantcontact.com/manage/optin/ea?v=001G9ha2onFF_onHEAWs0BPI1-uiAWlgaP-6XGVjf_DXKEknOFY77c12S2Atarn0LoakNkFlnPaJ_BY982ktSSBooHZlKL7-MLc
http://www.hambletonian.com/
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2016 Meet – Jockey/Trainer Stats 
 

Jockeys on Dirt 
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2016 Summer Meet – Jockey/Trainer Stats 
 

Jockeys on Dirt 
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