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By Paul Matties Jr., 2016 NHC champion
Betting horses is hard enough as it is, you don’t need a
level of difficulty, but I used to judge how well my shortpriced bets were by how large the winning margin was.
For example, if my mega-bet on a 3-2 horse won by a neck,
I would conclude it wasn’t a good bet, despite the fact that
he had won. Conversely, I was very proud of my 6-5
selection who would win off the screen, and that built
confidence that I was in tune of what was going on.
Nowadays, it’s not as much as of how your win bets are
doing, but how your singles in the pick-4 and pick-5 are
doing, as most tracks have evolved into more horizontal
betting and more turf racing. Saratoga is no exception, so
we are no longer looking for spot plays to carry our meet,
we are searching for singles, more particularly, turf singles.

had, but you’re forced into decision making that is not
natural to the old rules of betting and ticket making. Being
forced off races that you have tied up with three and four
runners to compensate for all the possible turf scenarios in
other races is commonplace. The balance we all need
between value and probability is almost impossible to
keep. After falling off that see-saw a bunch of times,
maintaining good betting health is no easy task, either.
To counter this problem, I went searching for new ways
to find turf singles.
The first thing I did was to create a list of horses who
won turf races in 2017 at Saratoga, who won by more than
two lengths (See chart). Obviously, the nature of turf
racing doesn’t lend itself to big winning margins, but the
level of difficulty logic is still there. If you’re not able to
win by open lengths, you’re not really “single-able”,
especially if it’s not a universal single. The results were a
little different than what I would have predicted, but they
did produce some interesting conclusions:

1.

Of course, this puts us in a bit of a predicament because
turf races produce results that are far less conclusive in
determining who is the best horse. Often, it’s a result of
racing scenario or pace setup. I don’t know about you, but
it’s not in my nature to speculate on a jockey’s decision to
determine the single in my $1,000 or $2,000 pick-4 or pick5 spread. This is what makes the modern Saratoga meet so
hard. Yes, there is a great value and huge payouts to be

Look for maiden races – Surprisingly, 14 of the 27
winners were maidens and they came in all shapes,
trainers, and sizes. The more against the traditional
form model they were, the better the results were.
When I was a kid, Mark and Chick, the same Mark and
Chick from Andy Beyer’s $50,000 Year at the Races,
would joke to me that the most inscrutable races
were fillies on the grass. In 1978, that probably was
the case, but in 2018 things have changed. What I find
most intriguing about this hypothesis is that the
possible single horses’ forms are more hidden and
somewhere in the p.p.’s lies a horse with a huge edge.
(continued on next page)
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2.

Lifetime condition claimers – It’s a relatively new
phenomenon to run these conditions at Saratoga, but
it’s far less surprising that this may be a level where
you can find a horse with a huge class or talent edge.
It became even more apparent when it was
determined that all three winners were dropping in
class and running in a claimer for the first time. You
can also add Voodoo Song in that category, as he
dropped into a straight 3 year-old claimer for the first
time for his first Saratoga victory. Looking at this idea
in more general terms (not just Saratoga) is one that I
am going to carryover in all my handicapping.

3.

Avoid claiming and stake races – This was very telling
and counterintuitive to normal handicapping theory.
In dirt racing, these are the conditions where you are
advised to single, both in reliability and value, but in
turf that doesn’t seem to be the case. My gut feeling is
that these are the races you should look to lock up
with two to four runners, instead. Don’t speculate
here. Pick the few contenders that can win and don’t
overthink it. The glaring exception is the three open
claiming winners. All three were running first off the
claim, two of them by Jason Servis, so they were
definitely more outliers. On the stakes front, there
were only two winners and one of them was the
Eclipse Turf Champion, World Approval, running on a
yielding turf in a rainstorm. The other was Orbulation,
a 2-year-old filly who had already won by open lengths
who was an obvious 3-5 cinch.

4.

Repeaters at the end of the meet – Horses who do win
by open lengths early in the meet, fared well later in
the meet. There were three horses who won by open
lengths twice during the meet. Also, there were a few,
like Voodoo Song, who didn’t win by two or more
lengths in their starts after their big win, but they did
win.

By Rich Nilsen, agameofskill.com
There is nothing quite like Saratoga racing in the
summer, so 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.
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
handicapper should know, and there are some solid
strategies that I recommend for beating the upcoming
2018 meet which begins July 20 and runs through
September 3. The starting point is to understand the
riders and barns that dominate the meet as well as the
‘sleepers’ that go unnoticed by the majority of the general
public.
Four Jockeys Dominate
It is no secret that a small handful of jockeys dominate
the meet at Saratoga every year, whether it is guys like
Angel Cordero and Jerry Bailey from years ago or more
recent versions like Irad Ortiz, Jr., his brother Jose and
Javier Castellano.
However, the statistics are still startling when you look at
the most dominant riders. Four jockeys – Jose Ortiz, Irad
Ortiz, Jr, Javier Castellano and John Velazquez have
accounted for a total of 597 victories over the last three
years. This huge number represents 48.65 percent of all
1,227 races run at the Spa!
Vertical bettors focusing on exacta, trifecta and
superfecta wagers need to consider the importance of that
statistic. If nearly five out of every 10 races are captured by
one of these riders, consider how often one or more of
them makes up the exotic wagers. It’s frequent.
Of course, when looking for value you often have to look
to lesser marquee names that have also fared well at
Saratoga. Last year we gave out Manuel Franco as a value
jockey to watch. Franco rewarded us by winning 31 races
and, more importantly, producing a +14% ROI for
horseplayers who supported him.
(continued on next page)

Even if you’re not playing both pick-4’s and pick-5’s every
day, the same thought process in playing pick-3’s or even
doubles can be utilized. Deciding which turf races to
narrow and which ones to speculate on is the key to a
successful Saratoga in this new era. It’s clear that some of
these concepts and expanding on them in the future will
help in that endeavor.

Join with promo code HANA
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Dylan Davis, Junior Alvarado, Jose Lezcano, and Luis
Saez are riders you want to give a second glance to if they
are on board a longshot. They are all fine jockeys who
don't get the same respect at the windows as the ‘big
four,’ and when they have a live mount, they know how to
get their horse home.
So, who is the worst big-name jock for riding longshots?
As we mentioned last year, Irad Ortiz, Jr. was a money
burner with longshots, scoring with only two of 65
attempts for a whopping -70% ROI in 2016. He was even
worse last year, winning with only one of 59! Only five of
his 59 mounts that went off at 8-1 or higher were even in
the exacta. Continue to steer clear of trainer Todd
Pletcher's man John Velazquez. He is six for 137 aboard
price horses over the past three meets. That’s 131 losers
for those counting.

The following trainers scored with three or more horses
at a price ($18 win mutuel or higher) in 2017: George
Weaver (4), David Cannizzo (3) and Bill Mott (3). Weaver
also scored with three price horses in 2016, making him
the king of the longshots over the past two seasons. Mott
starts a surprising number of longshots, so his win
percentage in this area is very low (seven percent). Keep
an eye out for trainer Tom Proctor, who was an amazing
three-for-three with longshot starters in 2016 and is
always very dangerous with his turf horses!
Get all 8 Steps for Turning a Profit at Saratoga at Nilsen’s
handicapping and educational website,
http://www.agameofskill.com.
About the author - Rich Nilsen has been going to the races
at Saratoga since he was a boy. Growing up on Long
Island, NY, he was introduced to the races by his father, a
life-long horseplayer from Brooklyn. Rich is the
tournament director at BetPTC.com, which is offering up a
full berth into the Pegasus Cup Betting Championship via
their real-money tournament.

The Barns that Win at the Spa
Since this is such a special meet, it is also no surprise that
the blue bloods, like Brown, Mott and Pletcher, are
dominant at Saratoga. In fact, Chad Brown and Todd
Pletcher have won a combined 215 races over the past
three years. In case you’re wondering, Brown owns 110 of
those wins to Pletcher’s 105 victories.
Everyone knows that Chad Brown dominates the grass
races at the Spa (and pretty much everywhere else), but
there are opportunities to be had. Be on the lookout to
play solid grass trainers such as Brad Cox, Mike Maker,
Shug McGaughey, Linda Rice, Barclay Tagg and George
Weaver. These guys win at a higher clip on the sod than
guys like Todd Pletcher, and although they will get support
at the windows, you can oftentimes get a fair price on
their runners.
This isn't the 'Big A' or even Belmont Park, aka ‘Big
Sandy.’ Typically, some of the best claiming barns during
the other 10 months of the year hit the skids when they
come to Saratoga. There are exceptions to this rule, such
as trainer Rudy Rodriguez, who learned his trade under
Richard Dutrow, and Jason Servis (see below), who as of
mid-July is absolutely on fire.
Dutrow was one of the few top claiming trainers who
always avoided the Saratoga skid that impacted so many
other potent claiming barns. Therefore, it's probably no
surprise that his apprentice, Rudy Rodriguez, also avoids
the same fate when he takes his barn upstate New York.
In general, don't expect the top claiming barns to perform
in their same usual fashion at Saratoga. The competition is
far tougher and there are few ‘gimmees.’
When it comes to trainers starting a horse first race off
the claim the new king is John Servis. He has won with
eight of his 13 runners over the past two seasons, an
unbelievable 61.5 percent success rate. Other trainers with
multiple winners off the claim at the Spa include Robert
Barbara, Brad Cox, Robert Diodoro, Donald Jacobson,
Jeremiah Englehart, Gary Gullo, Mike Maker, Linda Rice,
and of course, Rudy Rodriguez.
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Many wins, but no profits. We looked at dozens of
categories for the more than 20% wins trainers—
equipment changes, first-after-claim stats, odds ranges,
success with repeaters, etc.—and very little jumped out.
You can’t simply play the horses from the leading barns
blindly—no matter how high their win percentages—
because the top trainers on most circuits are invariably
overbet. Looking at every trainer in every race from 20142017, we checked the next-out ROI of every trainer with at
least 100 starts during the most recent 365-day period.

By Barry Meadow
The trainer is one of the key factors in handicapping.
Though the owner pays thebills, it’s usually the trainer
alone who makes the major decisions about the horse.
How should he be trained? What’s his current condition?
Where should he be entered? Is the horse best on dirt or
turf or synthetics? Running short or long? Is he better off
as a front-runner or a closer? Which jockey should ride
him? When should he be rested, and for how long? What’s
the best way to treat his soundness issues? Which drugs
should he be given, or not given?
As handicappers, what we care about are results. How
good, overall, is this trainer? Look at his 1-2-3 record and
earnings for all races in the past year, his 1-2-3 record and
earnings at this meet, his record with this jockey, and his
record with this horse. And all the subsets—layoffs, first
after claim, class droppers, first-time starters, or whatever
else may be relevant to today’s race.
Unfortunately, simply following the highest-rated
trainers won’t help your ROI—the public is on to this
factor.

Disappointingly for followers of trainers, analyzing the
results of 51,740 horses started by trainers who showed at
least a 10% profit with all their starters for the previous
365 days yielded the inescapable conclusion that these
high ROI trainers could not repeat their successes. Just
because a trainer was able to show a flat-bet profit in one
year was no guarantee that he could do it the next.
Why couldn’t these winning trainers repeat their
success?
• The ROI may have been dependent on a few huge win
payoffs (or even one) that didn’t repeat. Or the trainer
may have had an especially lucky year, with regression to
the mean inevitable.
• The public took notice of the stats and overbet the
trainer's horses. The horses that might have been 6-1 the
previous year were now only 5-1 or 4-1, killing the profits.
• The trainer’s best horses that helped produce the big ROI
were forced to face more difficult competition.
• The barn went through the normal fluctuations that all
stables face—owner changes, departures of top
employees, loss to injury or sale or retirement of some of
last year’s leading horses.

This extends pretty much to nearly every top trainer at
nearly every track. Ken Massa of Handicapping Technology
and Research (htr2.com) compiled nearly all the surveys
for my upcoming book, The Skeptical Handicapper (to be
published this fall), including the ones in this article
regarding trainers. Our studies looked especially closely
at the leading conditioners.
For instance, we checked the next-start record of every
trainer nationwide who showed more than 20% wins over
the past 365 days with these disappointing results:

Still, the top trainers kept winning. Massa added a
companion study, this time involving straight win
percentages, again using 100-starts-or-more in the past
365 days requirement:

How about if we simply took the top-rated trainer in
each race (minimum of 20 starts over the past 365 days;
this number is not 100% accurate since occasionally the
trainer with the highest percentage could have an
uncoupled entry in a race and would be counted at least
twice)?
Even when trainers had astonishingly high win percentages
in certain categories, it didn’t necessarily mean a player
(continued on next page)
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could profit from this knowledge. Take two of our top
trainers with their 2–year-old dirt sprinters in the marquee
summer meets from 2013 through 2017, as reported by
handicapper Scott Shapiro of twinspires.com:

Even though betting the top trainers doesn’t result in a
cash deluge, betting the bottom trainers is worse—much
worse. Let’s look at a number of categories and compare
trainers with more than 20% wins with trainers with fewer
than 10% wins, requiring only that each trainer started at
least 100 horses during the past 365 days.

We ran in-depth studies of the top four trainers on the
2017 list, checking every horse they started from 20142017. By far the most successful was Chad Brown, who
showed astonishing consistency over a wide variety of
angles. Here’s a comparative ROI chart of a few of them,
with the ROI listed, followed in parentheses by the win
percentages:

All the trainers had particular strengths and weaknesses,
though finding weaknesses in Brown’s record wasn’t easy
(he was 0-for-43 on horses who went off at 20-1 and up).
Pletcher did poorly with horses 8-1 and up (37-for-817 for
a 0.68 ROI) and had little ROI success with claimers (55-for233 for a 0.61 ROI). Baffert hardly starts any horses on
turf, and when he does, it isn’t pretty (four-for-50 for a
0.64 ROI in sprints and 10-for-97 for a 0.39 ROI in routes),
and while he did well with repeaters, his ROI forlast-out
second-place finishers was just 0.64 and last-out thirdplace finishers was just 0.65. Of particular note is the fact
that Steve Asmussen, despite strong win percentages
in most of our categories, had a hard time cracking 0.80 in
the ROI department overall—a number that Brown far
exceeded in the same groups.

The lesson is clear—no matter what angle you’re
looking at, avoid the lowest-ranked trainers. Even though
you may not get rich betting the top trainers, betting the
bottom ones is worse. Anyone who isn’t winning at least
10% of his starts brings up unpleasant issues of
competence.
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 Skeptical Handicapper, send an email to barry@trpublishing.com requesting to be on his
mailing list.
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standings after an uncharacteristically slow start. Many of
his horses seem to just be rounding into form prior to
heading up to the Spa. Anyone who paid close attention to
Belmont over the past two months had to be impressed by
the performance of Jonathan Thomas, who won with half
of his 14 starters, concentrating primarily on turf races.
Nearly every horse that he shipped to the meet was live,
and the money showed.
David Aragona, NYRA Morning Line Maker
How did the track play during the Belmont meet? Any
biases?
There were relatively few rainy days during the Belmont
spring/summer meet, so the main track was fairly
consistent throughout. Yet due to that nice weather, it
should be noted that both turf courses became very firm
for a large portion of the meet, producing spectacularly
fast times on a number of occasions. Speed is always
dangerous over hard turf courses, especially in the sprints
and two-turn races at Belmont. Generally, it’s wise to
allow speed figures and pace figures to be your guide
when assessing times on the Belmont turf. Handicappers
should also pay close attention to class levels, since even
cheaper animals were running much faster times than one
would normally expect.

Which races or match-ups are you most looking forward
to?

Which trainers can we expect to have strong meets at
Saratoga?

In Justify’s absence, the Travers becomes a wide-open
affair. Leading the charge is champion Good Magic, who
appears likely to prep for the Mid-Summer Derby in the
Haskell. However, it’s typical to see 3-year-olds improve by
leaps and bounds at this time of year, so his position as
interim leader of the division is tenuous. Horses like
Hofburg, Gronkowski, and Instilled Regard all ran well
enough in Triple Crown events to suggest they could
develop into top Travers contenders.
Opening weekend at Saratoga features one of the most
anticipated match-ups of the summer as Midnight Bisou
will get her chance at a rematch with Monomoy Girl in the
Grade 1 Coaching Club American Oaks. Midnight Bisou’s
commanding performance in the Mother Goose suggests
that she may be a worthy rival for the division leader,
assuming she gets a fair trip this time. Both fillies should
be tested by the demanding nine-furlong distance.
Personally, I’m most looking forward to the return of
Suburban winner Diversify. His six-length triumph on Stars
and Stripes day, in which he ran 1 1/4 miles in 1:59 4/5
seconds, was one of the most impressive dirt
performances I’ve seen all year. He sent an unrelenting
early pace and had the entire field off the bridle with a
half-mile still left to run. When this gelding is in top form,
he’s as good as any horse in the country, and he’s likely to
resurface in either the Whitney or Woodward.
(continued on next page)

Once again, Chad Brown is an overwhelming favorite to
win the trainer’s title after running away with the Belmont
meet. However, that was also the case in 2017 when he
lost out to Todd Pletcher at Saratoga, falling just one win
short of the title. Brown’s runners typically get overbet in
almost every situation up at the Spa, but it’s not
necessarily wise to take a strong stance against his horses
since they still win at an extraordinarily high rate. That
said, the barn will send out their share of vulnerable
favorites, and you definitely want to exploit those
opportunities. Pletcher, on the other hand, was unusually
quiet during the spring and summer at Belmont, winning
just 18 races. He may be reserving his best 2-year-olds for
Saratoga.
One of the biggest stories of the Belmont meet was the
success of Jason Servis, who finished fourth in the
standings despite having less than half the number of
starters of the other top trainers at the meet. He was
victorious in 19 of 41 races, winning at a 46 percent clip, as
many of his starters seemed to improve significantly on
their prior form. Carrying that kind of success forward into
Saratoga will not be easy, and horses sent out by this barn
have been getting bet heavily in recent weeks.
Two turf trainers to watch are Christophe Clement and
Jonathan Thomas. Clement finished off the Belmont meet
with a ton of momentum, rallying into second place in the
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What is your wagering strategy at Saratoga?
I find that it’s important to go into each day with an
established plan. Having developed my opinions ahead of
time, I try to construct wagers around those beliefs. Some
players enter each card with the intention of taking a
swing at every Pick-4 or Pick-5 that comes along, yet there
can be a high level of risk involved in those wagers. Of
course it’s possible that luck may be on your side on a
particular day, allowing you to make a massive score in
one of those pools. Yet more often than not, it’s your
opinions and the work that you’ve put in that are going to
make your meet a success or a failure over the long term.
Let those opinions drive your wagers, rather than the
other way around. I often find that intra-race wagers (win,
exacta, trifecta) and doubles are my bread and butter at
Saratoga.

An Op/Ed by Track Phantom
Horse racing must decide between short term monetary
gain or long-term customer health. Accepting computerrobotic wagering (CRW) into the pari-mutuel pools is all
but killing the betting experience for 99% of the horse
playing public.
CRW’s are syndicates armed with sophisticated software
programs. These programs identify inefficiencies in the
betting pools, analyzing literally thousands of
permutations in seconds. The syndicate teams have
heightened access to the tote system (they can get up to
the second odds) and can send in hundreds of thousands
of dollars into the pool in the final few seconds causing the
final odds to fluctuate dramatically.
In addition, these syndicates are rewarded with the
highest rebates for their volume betting. Their goal is to
stay near even wagering and make a major profit with the
rebate kickbacks. Unfortunately for the public, their
money is so precise, it appears they are betting with
information the public doesn’t have. The net result for
many long-time players is pure frustration leading to
evacuation.
A study done in 2016 determined CRW’s made up about
20% of the total handle. Today it is significantly more.
The Grade 3 Dwyer Stakes at Belmont Park on Saturday,
th
July 7 might have been the tipping point for the die-hard
wagering community. In that race, Firenze Fire, a nibbler
on the Derby Trail this spring, was 8-1 on the morning line
and 7-1 as the horse started loading into the gate. Trainer
Jason Servis has been winning at over 55% the past two
months, and it was likely this horse would get some
attention on that fact alone. However, over $120,000 was
bet on Firenze Fire in the final 35 seconds of wagering. This
action knocked him all the way down to 5-2 odds.
Firenze Fire figured as one of the main dangers to
favored Mendelssohn, but the 5-2 odds were significantly
lower than what was fair. It has been determined that
another straight $60,000 wager came in on Firenze Fire at
the window on track (in denominations of $5,000 each).
This appears to have been placed by someone with
knowledge of the horse and not a CRW.
When Firenze Fire drew off to win by nine lengths the
racing public was in an uproar. Two of the most
detrimental issues to hit the game (high percentage
trainers likely taking a competitive edge and CRW betting)
collided at one of the major racing venues in the country.
Tracks benefit from the total pool of money bet on each
of their races. Basically, each track withdraws around 20%
of the each wagering pool (i.e. the takeout). This means
the pool total, and not how the money gets there, is what
the tracks care about. Eliminating CRW money would be
reducing their cut, their bottom line. But if tracks continue
to allow this money into the pools, pretty soon CRW
money will make up all of the pari-mutuel pool.

How do you approach the 2-year-old maiden races, as a
morning line-maker, and as a handicapper?
The abundance of 2-year-old racing is part of what makes
Saratoga so fun – but these races can also be a major
headache for handicappers.
When I’m making the morning lines in races that feature
many first time starters, I generally take five factors into
account (in no particular order): trainer patterns,
trainer/jockey combinations, 2-year-old sales workouts,
pedigree, and morning drills. It’s important to keep in mind
that the renowned debut trainers (e.g. Todd Pletcher, Rick
Violette, and Chad Brown) almost always get bet strongly
in specific situations. If you pay close attention to how
these trainers operate, which riders they use successfully,
and how they work their horses, you can get a pretty good
sense of which firsters are going to attract the attention of
the public. Clocker reports and workout videos can be an
invaluable resource for these races, if you have access to
them. However, you will rarely find situations where such
tools cover every horse in a given race, so there is always
going to be some guesswork involved.
These races can be treacherous legs in multi-race wagers,
especially when they are not carded as the opening race in
a sequence, thus forcing horseplayers to craft wagers
without the benefit of seeing which horses are taking
money. Generally, I consider races full of firsters to be
“spread” legs in multi-race sequences. That said, once in a
while I’ll come across a situation in which an under-theradar first time starter’s workouts indicate that he or she
may possess extraordinary ability, and I may recommend a
win or exacta wager on that horse. However, those
scenarios are few and far between at Saratoga, as the
money is usually very smart in these races.
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2017 Meet –
Running Style/Post Stats

Dirt Sprints

Dirt Routes

Jockey/Trainer/Sire/Last Track/Odds Stats for SAR can be found on the Back Page – starting on page 29
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Sprints, Outer Turf Course

Routes, Inner Turf Course
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2017 Summer Meet –
Running Style/Post Stats

Dirt Sprints

Dirt Routes
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Turf Sprints

Turf Routes

Jockey/Trainer/Sire/Last Track/Odds Stats for DMR can be found on the Back Page – starting on page 45
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crowd, heading for the jock’s room and signing autographs
for a couple of star-struck 10-year-olds…
…I walk among the meticulously groomed green barns
near the back stretch with a friend who has connections. I
notice a pert little blue Mazda Miata parked snugly next to
one of the barns. It has two or three “owner” type stickers
on its front bumper. I stop – stare – and promise myself,
“This is where I’m going – horse ownership, stickers, and a
Miata.” And…in time, I get there: horses, stickers, and
Miata!

By Vin Rogers
Saratoga Race Course opened its doors in 1863,204 years
ago; I’ve been a devoted fan for 85 of those years. (I began
with my first trip at five – I’m now 91.)
I could, of course, dwell on the Spa’s physical beauty, its
championship racing, its exciting auctions, the greats who
have trained and ridden there – I could, but I won’t.
Rather, I’d like to share some offbeat memories that spring
to mind whenever I see or hear the word “Saratoga”:

…Now an owner, I’m watching workouts at the
Oklahoma track at 7:00 a.m. The horses are powerful
handsome beasts – but it’s time for breakfast; breakfast at
the backstretch kitchen; superb omelets; exercise riders,
grooms, and hot walkers are the basic clientele – and I
drink it all in…

…I remember the first time I bought Len Ragozin’s
“Sheets”; got to the track an hour before post time
expecting selections, comments – had no idea of their
complexity! So – the horses are on the track and I’m trying
desperately to read what is basically a foreign language.
My girlfriend is with me, thus we have two laps, but it’s no
use. Strange exotic numbers and symbols appear. I know
they translate into wisdom, but I don’t yet speak the
language…

…The fifth race is over; my girlfriend and I come down
the grandstand escalator and hear music – not just music,
but hip, modern jazz played by guys who had obviously
listened to Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker – all this and
racing too!

…The Saratoga Special, perhaps 30 years ago. I own 10%
of a contender (can’t remember his name!). We’re leading
in the stretch – Cordero’s horse comes alongside mine –
they battle – you known who wins…
….1980, I’m at the track for a very special occasion;
significant family birthday, big turnout. Box seats for
everyone – the works! I pick seven winners that day and
am honored publicly at dinner for my expertise. It never,
never happens again…
…I wander around the Oklahoma track at 10:00 a.m. workouts are over - and head for my barn, a grey structure
near the finish line. As I approach, I see my trainer, John
Terranova, in serious conversation with now-jock agent
Cordero and his client, Johnny V. I must join them but not
appear to be star-struck; must be cool, casual, like I do this
every day…

…Sumptuous breakfast in the exclusive reading room;
wooed by a syndicate manager who wants me to invest.
We eat a glorious breakfast; I’m tempted, but decline, and
years later, still feel guilty about the food…

…I’m invited into the paddock by a trainer with shares of
a hot horse to sell – but I must act at once – tomorrow will
be too late – wisely, I say “No.” The horse never runs a
step…

…I stand at the rail at the head of the stretch as the
horses round the far turn. Now I hear the race; hooves
pounding, jocks yelling horse talk, urging their mounts
forward… horses snorting…the equivalent for me of a Bach
concerto…

…I’m 21, playing trumpet in a jazz quintet at a famous
Adirondack resort 75 miles north of the track. I book the
cook’s bet (horse, of course, has NO chance) yet,
miraculously (and sadly for me) it wins at 10-1…

…August 2018…these old bones are not up to a visit this
year. Memories are all I’ve got – but – (to borrow from one
of my favorite Seinfeld episodes) they’re real, and they’re
spectacular!

…The sixth race is over, I tear up my tickets and head for
a hot dog stand near the paddock and – lo and behold –
the last race’s jocks are casually strolling through the
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Del Mar Opening Day Recap
Restrained Vengeance, an 11-1 shot, upset in the
featured $100,000 Oceanside Stakes as the Del Mar
Summer Meet began on Wednesday. Trainers Doug
O’Neill and Jerry Hollendorfer both had big days, winning
four and three races, respectively.
The business-side of the day was also strong, with
attendance coming in at 33,112 and handle at
$16,131,880, a 14 percent increase over last year.
For more details, click here.

schedule into the first week of May and adding new stakes
events to go along with that.
“We couldn't be more excited about our new stakes and
racing schedule,” said Oaklawn president Louis Cella. “We
are now able to present some of our best racing during the
best time of the year weather-wise in Arkansas. While the
Racing Festival of the South will remain the focal point of
the season, we look forward to growing the new stakes
races and providing our fans with world-class racing into
May.”
To read more about this and to see the new Oaklawn
stakes schedule, click here.

Ellis Park to be Sold
Barring any late changes, the Saratoga Casino Hospitality
Group will be fully acquiring Ellis Park from businessman
Ron Geary. SCHG already owned 30 percent of the
Henderson, Kentucky, plant, and will now have full control.
“It's been 12 years, and I just turned 71,” Geary said of
his decision. “My wife and my two kids and my nine
grandkids for years have asked me to slow down. I think
it's time. I've enjoyed working with Saratoga over the
years.
“It's been a really fun and fast-moving 12 years. I feel like
we've had some great successes and we've brought it a
long ways with so many people's help. I know Saratoga will
be focused on continuing the progress.”
Additional information on this story is available here.

Belmont Handle Numbers Higher
Handle increased at the recently-concluded Belmont
spring/summer meet. All sources handle checked in at
$634,276,776, a 9.1 percent boost over 2017, and the
average daily handle number of $11,967,486 represented
an 11.1 percent increase over last year.
All the numbers from the Belmont meet are available
here.
Sports Betting Opens at the Meadowlands
Saturday, July 14 was a historic day at the Meadowlands
in New Jersey as the racetrack saw the opening of its new
sports book. The Meadowlands has teamed up with
FanDuel on the venture, and dignitaries from both the
track and from FanDuel were on hand for the event, which
proceeded that night’s running of the track’s signature
harness race, the Meadowlands Pace.
“It was a long battle. Eight times we lost in court,” said
former New Jersey State Senator Ray Lesniak. “It was
worth the fight every single step of the way. I want to
congratulate Jeff Gural for sticking it out and for keeping
this place alive until we could get them a boost in the
arm.”
You can read more on this story here.

Arizona Downs Opens for Simulcasting
Arizona Downs, formerly called Yavapai Downs, reopened July 13 for simulcasting. Arizona Downs has new
ownership, including Kentucky Downs executive Corey
Johnsen.
More information on this story is available here.
Rebel Purse Boosted, Oaklawn Extends Meet
Oaklawn Park will be the site of two seven-figure Derby
preps starting next year as the Rebel Stakes has received
another purse hike to $1 million, bringing it to the same
purse level as the Arkansas Derby. Oaklawn will also race
past Arkansas Derby Day for the first time, extending their
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meetings. Post positions in routes on the Mellon have
been fairly balanced, with the one exception being post
one in 1 3/16 miles races. In a decent size sample, post one
at that distance had a very low win percentage and a much
higher propensity for second- and third-place finishes.

By Mike Adams
One of the best things about the Saratoga meet is the
diversity and the complexity of the turf racing that takes
place. Six days a week, for the duration of the meet, the
turf racing features full fields, high-quality horses from all
over the country, lots of different distances and two
different, unique turf courses. This makes for some
confusing and challenging handicapping for the entire
meet.
Saratoga has a main one-mile main turf course known as
the Mellon Turf Course in honor of the Mellon family, and
a seven-furlong inner turf course. The Mellon turf course
hosts route races at 1 1/16 miles, 1 1/8 miles, 1 3/16 miles
and sprints at 5 1/2 furlongs. The inner turf only holds
route races and can accommodate races at 1 1/16 miles
and 1 1/8 miles, like the Mellon, but also hosts races at
one mile and longer races at 1 3/8 miles and 1 1/2 miles.
Typically during the meet, NYRA will card around 40 races
on the Mellon course and 70-80 races on the inner turf.

Keys for Mellon Turf Routes
:
 Horses who will be stalking just off the leaders or
rallying from mid-pack or further back win the
majority of the races. The sweeping turns allow these
horses to get into position on the turn and kick home
hard in the stretch.
 Speed horses can and will win on the Mellon but need
to be superior to their competition or get some real
pace advantages to pull off a wire-to-wire win.
 Post position isn’t a huge factor on the Mellon, but it
can still play a role under the right circumstances if it
causes a horse to be wide around both turns.
 In route races, the Mellon is pretty similar to turf
courses you will find at most other U.S. tracks.

Saratoga Turf Distances
Mellon Turf Course

Inner Turf Course

5 1/2 Furlongs

1 Mile

1 1/16th Miles

1 1/16th Miles

1 1/8th Miles

1 1/8th Miles

1 3/16th Miles

1 3/8th Miles

Join with promo code HANA
Sprint Races:
One thing that makes turf racing unique at Saratoga is
the ability to only run turf sprints on one track and at one
distance, 5 1/2 furlongs. I find these races to be great
betting opportunities. You have horses coming from
downstate at Belmont, and shipping in from Kentucky
where they have been running at five furlongs, six
furlongs, and seven furlongs. This presents a great
opportunity for the handicapper who can dial into the
horses that will be most positively affected and most
negatively affected by this change in distance. Many
horses struggling at six furlongs will be right at home with
a race just a bit shorter while at the same time some of the
six and seven furlong closers will struggle with the shorter
distance at Saratoga. Running style in these sprints also
really favors horses on the lead or stalking just off the
pace. The key is to watch for horses who should excel at
the 5 1/2 furlong distance and who should get a good pace
setup on the lead or stalking just off the lead to mid-pack.
Post position is somewhat balanced, but the best spots are
posts six and up. Horses in these posts can get position
early and set themselves up for a clean trip. The inside
posts are not a huge hindrance, but they can be if you
have a slow starter inside. The inside runners need to find
room on the turn in a tight pack to be able to put in their
best run, and they will often encounter too much traffic to
be successful if they don’t put themselves in a good
position at the break.
(continued on next page)

1 1/2 Miles
Each of these two courses plays very differently, and I
think it’s very important to understand some of the
idiosyncrasies and patterns that have emerged over the
last few years on each course and at each distance.
Mellon Turf Course
Route Races:
The Mellon is the larger of the two turf courses at one
mile in circumference, and as a result, it has traditionally
favored horses who have a running style for stalking the
leaders or who are rallying from off the pace in the route
races (1 1/16 miles and over). Horses on the lead in route
races on the Mellon have only won around 17 percent of
the time over the last few meets, with a high of 25 percent
in 2013 and a low of five percent in 2016. There are many
factors in looking at these numbers, but it standouts out
that on the Mellon in route races that 83 percent of the
time, horses are winning from either just off the pace or
rallying from the back. These stats are pretty even at all
route distances with the one exception being raced at 1
3/16. In those races, deep closers have a big advantage in
winning at over 55 percent of the time over the last few
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Keys for Mellon Turf Sprints





handle on the weather. Saratoga can be very hot and dry
for days, and then a massive storm can blow in and
virtually flood the turf courses overnight. It’s vital that you
constantly monitor the trends on the inner to make sure
you can keep up with the bias shifts. NYRA seems hesitant
to water the inner in past meets, but that could change,
and the track could play differently based on the condition
of the course.
Race makeup and pace is also vital in handicapping any
race on the inner. Many times, inferior horses will take
advantage of a soft pace to run races that will far exceed
their previous efforts. Cheap speed and an aggressive
jockey can make the world of difference when the inner is
fast and firm. Pace can also be tricky when trying to
determine a bias. The inner is only seven furlongs, with
tight turns. Horses can get loose leads, go moderate
fractions, and win easily, even if the track is playing fairly.
So don’t automatically assume a bias just because of one
longshot who wires a field.
Post position can also be more of a factor on the Inner.
The outside posts have a tougher time in races at 1 1/16
miles and longer, while in one mile races, horses drawn
outside without any gate speed can easily get left and be
forced to make up too much ground on the tight turns of
the inner.

Turf sprints at 5 1/2 furlongs are a unique
distance in American racing. Horses who excel at
that unique distance will have a huge advantage
in these sprints.
Outside posts in Mellon sprints can have an
advantage and can lead to a cleaner trip.
Horses with inside posts can be successful, but
they need to have some tactical gate speed to get
into position and avoid traffic trouble on the turn.

Horses racing on the turf at Saratoga - photo by Penelope
P. Miller, America’s Best Racing

Keys for the Inner Turf


The Inner Turf Course
Route Races:
The Inner turf course at Saratoga typically hosts more
races than the Mellon, with the majority of these races
being held at a mile and at 1 1/16 miles. At these
distances, the best place to be is stalking the leader or
being just off the lead in mid-pack. These types of trips will
win at roughly 42 to 48 percent of the time, based on the
last few meets. Horses on the lead or rallying from the
back tend to win at an identical percentage, around 26 to
36 percent, depending on the meet. The reason that these
numbers are wide is that I believe the inner turf is the
most susceptible to changes in the weather and to the
pace dynamics of each race. When the weather is hot and
dry, the inner gets firm and fast, making it very hard to
come from off the pace. When it rains and gets softer, it
plays fairer and allows horses from the back to have more
of a chance. The longer races on the inner (1 1/8 miles and
up) shift to more of a Mellon profile, with horses faring
better from mid-pack to horses coming from off the pace.
When it comes to the inner it is very important to watch
the races and look for any biases that develop. There will
be times during the meet that it will be impossible to close
from anywhere off-the-pace on the inner and other times
when it is death to be on the lead. These things can
happen on the Mellon too, but they happen much more
frequently on the inner, so it's really important to keep a







Keep a keen eye on track bias and the changing
weather conditions throughout the meet. The inner
can be a superhighway at times, making it really hard
to make up ground on the leading pack
Post position can play a huge role in the makeup of
races, and getting caught wide going into turn one on
the inner can compromise a horses chance to win
Watch for which jockeys are adapting their style to fit
the inner. Every year I see a few jockeys who really
understand the inner and make changes to their riding
styles to be successful, while others struggle to adapt
to the changes in the course and look lost on the
inner.
Pace really makes the race on the inner, and don’t be
afraid to play that inferior horse at a price who looks
like they will benefit from a slow pace

Final Thoughts:
When it comes to route races on the Mellon, I think you
can treat it like most of the other turf courses in America.
Horses that are mid-pack and farther are not incredibly
disadvantaged. To win on the Mellon wire-to-wire you
must have a superior horse and/or get a perfect trip. You
can be confident that the course itself will most likely not
have a massive impact on the race. The fractions will
generally be fair, and the sweeping turns allow closers to
get into position for a big stretch run.
(continued on next page)
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In sprints on the Mellon, look for horses who are going to
excel at the unique 5 1/2 furlong distance. Certain horses
just love sprinting on the Mellon, and you can have great
success by focusing on these horses while, at the same
time, downgrading horses that will be compromised by the
unique distance.

Unlike a lot of other Wagering Games, they can
be a Horseplayers’ Bread & Butter
I was perusing the Twitter not long ago and a good
portion of my timeline was freaking out. It was reported
that the GOP took over the lead, according to Reuters, in
the generic congressional ballot polling for this fall. This is
fairly shocking because the lead for the Democrats in such
polling has been in the teens, at times, over the last six
months.
With the medium term trends, and this tightening, we'd
expect a big change in the wagering, correct? Well, no. In
contrast to my mercurial Twitter timeline with news, the
betting market didn't even move an inch.
We see this often in political betting, or long-term sports
betting, and it is a wonderful, perfectly rational anchor in
an irrational topsy-turvy twitter world. Political bettors
know the trends matter, but cohort changes that drive
polls and polling in general are rarely trends, and are mostoften noise. This is not even counting the concept of
discounting, where an explosive story doesn’t move the
needle because of expectations, or a numbness to the
daily machinations of the news.
Conversely, as horseplayers, we are opposite creatures.
Short-term trends or silly polls aren't there to be
discounted, they're there to be acted upon.
That track bias you noticed in the first two, buttressed by
your data and smarts regarding wind, or drying out
Tapeta? You have to get off your ass and act on it, because
it could mean a five figure score. If you're wrong, it
matters little, because you might lose a race or two and
we're all used to doing that.
I watched a little Woodbine harness this spring. Their
leading trainer was setting the world on fire in February
and March, winning at well over 30 percent with
everything. That was a trend that paid off, and if you bet
each of his charges blindly you made money.
One day, however, he got cold, and he's never really that
cold. Sharp horseplayers, unlike political bettors, paid
attention and started fading everything he sent out. He
then went three for his next 66.
I’m sure you can think of a day or week or even a month
where you wished you got on a trend earlier, or jumped
off one quicker. They’re everywhere.
If you're a horseplayer, your bread and butter is betting
trends; trends that happen in almost real time. There
aren't a whole lot of betting games where that works and
it’s important to read and recognize it, and swiftly try and
take advantage. It doesn’t matter what’s going to happen
in the fall, it matters what’s happening right now.

When it comes to the inner turf, there are just way more
variables to consider regarding pace, track bias, track
condition, even which jockey is riding your horse.
Successful handicapping on the inner takes preparation,
extra thought, the ability to visualize how a particular race
is going to set up, and how the uniqueness of the inner is
going to help or hinder each runner. The inner can and will
change throughout the meet, so what happens the first
week will not happen the whole meet. You need to really
approach races on the inner with an open mind and let the
conditions of the day dictate your play. Keep an eye on
what jockeys are adapting their riding style to the inner,
and how the pace and track conditions are affecting the
results. The inner, in my opinion, is one of the most
complex courses in American racing, and nothing can be
more rewarding than cashing a nice ticket after a horse
gets the perfect inner turf trip and prevails because of the
uniqueness of the course and a heads-up ride by his
jockey.
I hope you all have a great meet and put some of these
tips to use. One thing that is certain it never gets boring on
the turf at Saratoga!!! Don’t be afraid to hit me up on
Twitter @GateToWire to tell me about your thoughts on
the Saratoga turf courses and the successes you are having
during the meet.
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One Mile:
The one mile distance is the only one we’ll view today
that is common to both Del Mar and Santa Anita. Just as
was the case at five furlongs, Del Mar is not as friendly to
speed as other venues tend to be. The average winner at
Del Mar is 3.62 lengths behind the leader after the opening
half mile. At other tracks, the average is only 3.38, and at
Santa Anita it is just 3.16 lengths. Santa Anita early frontrunners score at 20 percent at one mile, and it is only
slightly less at all other tracks---19 percent. But at Del Mar
it drops down to 17 percent. Looking at the top three
runners early, Santa Anita is still kinder to speed with this
population, making up 49 percent of the winners. This
drops to 45 percent at all other tracks than Del Mar, and is
only 39 percent at Del Mar. Horses winning from the back
of the pack, the last three positions early, win at 23
percent at Santa Anita, 25 percent at other tracks, and 26
percent at Del Mar.

By Craig Milkowski, TimeformUS
The Del Mar turf course was renovated prior to the 2014
season so that it would be able to accommodate the
Breeders’ Cup, and the event was held there in 2017 for
the first time. Del Mar runs two fairly short meets each
season, so building a database to profile the surface has
taken some time. As the 2018 summer meet begins, there
is enough data to draw some conclusions.
Del Mar runs several distances on turf, ranging from five
furlongs to a mile and a half. Three of these are far and
away the most common, and those are the ones we’ll
study: five furlongs, one mile, and one mile and a
sixteenth. Del Mar also uses a temporary rail to even the
wear and tear on the course. When used, the temp rail is
placed anywhere from six feet off the hedge all the way
out to 30 feet, and it is done in intervals of six feet. The
good news is that unlike many turf courses, the profile of
the track doesn’t appear to change much at all as the rail
moves outward. Perhaps that will change as more races
are run on the course, but at this point grouping the races
together works just fine.

One Mile and a Sixteenth:
Winners at this distance at Del Mar average over four
lengths behind after the opening half mile, a full halflength farther back than at all other tracks. Only 15
percent lead the entire way as compared to 18 percent at
all others. The winner comes from the top three early just
37 percent of the time as compared to a 44 percent rate
overall. The same trend holds when looking at back
runners early---Del Mar has 34 percent of its races won by
this group while the rest of North America checks in at
only 24 percent.

Five Furlongs:
The Del Mar meets are the only chance for horses on the
Southern California circuit to run in a true turf dash. The
shortest turf races at Santa Anita are run at 6 1/2 furlongs
down the hill, often play more like a route than a turf
sprint, and also tend to be won by specialists at the unique
trip. Los Alamitos does not have a turf course. Be wary of
horses exiting the 6 1/2 furlong races at Santa Anita if they
don’t have good early speed. The sprints at Del Mar are
much different and horses are often overbet at Del Mar off
good from down the hill.
The average turf winner of these races at Del Mar is
about 1.81 lengths off the lead after the opening three
sixteenths of a mile compared to 1.80 at all other tracks.
But that is where the similarities end. Speed is not the
advantage at Del Mar that it often is at other tracks. Only
26 percent of these races are won in wire-to-wire fashion,
as opposed to 34 percent at other places. A seemingly
large 55 percent of winners are in the top three at the first
call at Del Mar, but that balloons to 65 percent elsewhere.
Finally, the winner comes from the slowest three early
only 13 percent of the time at tracks not named Del Mar,
but jumps to 20 percent at this oval.

Conclusion:
Across North America, speed is not the advantage on turf
that is on dirt. Dirt courses are not exactly alike, but they
do tend to play fairly similarly regardless of location. There
is more variance on turf, and Del Mar does appear to be
unique. Early speed is even less of an advantage at Del Mar
than it is on most other turf courses. Winners tend to
come from farther back in the field, both in terms of
lengths behind and in position. Horses can win on the front
end, but it is tougher than on other turf courses. The
differences are even bigger when comparing Del Mar to its
sister track Santa Anita. Horse racing is a tough game to
beat. It pays to look for small edges, and knowing Del Mar
plays differently than other turf courses can help at the
windows.
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customers, and who will bring in hundreds of thousands of
dollars of revenue throughout their betting life. That’s a
whole lot tougher. They’re not going to see a red carpet or
a tote board and run to the nearest racetrack, and these
types of people are very hard to find in the first place.
Let’s say you land a handful of bettors who do want to
learn to wager, though, and maybe you offer them a free
Derby bet for the big race. Those folks have to sign up to a
betting site or be near a racetrack, and if they want to bet
more than just their free wager, not only to they have to
set up a funding mechanism (which can be tricky and
another barrier), they likely have to read a half a dozen
handicapping books to get up to speed.
Those barriers to entry are real and each one of them
acts as a leak, with your handful of potential bettors
turning into none in a hurry. It’s hard work.
This represents a maddening conundrum. Under the
current strategies, it is simply not economically feasible
enough – both on the cost and revenue sides - to spend
money to attract bettors for the long-term health of the
sport. However, without bettors for the long-term, there is
no horse racing. The sport can’t race a Kentucky Derby or
Breeders’ Cup every day.
The alternative, as I see it, is to employ the same strategy
Churchill Downs Inc. uses – go after the lowest hanging
fruit. And the lowest of the low is the current horse racing
bettor.
The existing bettor already knows the sport. They have
an ADW account with an established funding mechanism;
they’ve already read Ainslie and Brohammer and Maloney
and Crist; they already know how to be a customer.

The millions watching and hundreds of
thousands attending the Derby is great, but in
the grand scheme of things the every day
watcher needs to be an Industry Focus
The Derby attendance and betting metrics are pretty
impressive. Derby Day handle alone is somewhere around
$200 million. Attendance for the Oaks and Derby will sky
to over a quarter of a million people. Good times.
Churchill Downs Inc. deserves a lot of credit for those
numbers. Since about 2008, the company’s strategy has
centered completely on the event. They’ve broadcast the
Oaks on Bravo to reach a new demo. They created a red
carpet event, hosted by people who likely don’t know a
mane from Maine. They sell the week with ancillary
events, many which have little to do with the sport, or
wagering aspect of horse racing.
When you do that, you attract a certain type of customer
– one not unlike the woman described in this tweet:

This type of customer causes great debate in the sport of
horse racing. Insiders wonder why a company like Churchill
Downs spends so much money to attract people who don’t
know any of the horse’s names; why they’re selling parties
not superfectas; why their focus seems to be on this
demographic only.
The answer to that, in my view, is that when you market
(or brand market) with a finite amount of money, you
attack the lowest hanging fruit. That’s the woman on the
plane.
The woman on the plane will come to the Derby, spend
hundreds or thousands on seats, merchandise and
concessions, and that revenue goes right into the
company’s pocket. If she bets, that’s great too, but it’s not
nearly as important – the 20 percent blended takeout is
sliced and diced to horsemen, the state, and others. If she
wagers $200, it’s maybe $6 to the company’s bottom line.
With those cost and revenue numbers wouldn’t you sell
the sizzle, too? This is why, I believe, so many other tracks
have followed Churchill’s lead.
Conversely, let’s look at the other side of the coin –
selling the sport to bettors who will become lifetime

Spending “marketing” money to encourage them to bet
more via enhanced rebating (lower takeout), investing in a
better infrastructure, and examining customer wants and
needs at each turn are three possible tactics. That might
not be flashy marketing spend – it doesn’t involve
billboards, red carpets or celebrities. But it’s effective.
When you watch a huge horse racing event and see all the
happy people, be happy. It’s great to witness so many
enjoying an event showcasing the equine athletes we all
admire. But remember, most of those people won’t be
playing the third at Emerald next Saturday. Those who will
might not seem as important as a woman on a plane in a
Derby hat, but they are.
They are your customer, and when the lights of the twin
spires go dim for the evening, they’re all you have.
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early and better still, fast late…try open allowance
company…in contention both tries despite weak
rides…positive jock switch to Whitney…Peach Alley has
some talent…early speed with a touch of class…

Handicapping from the Bottom Up
By Vin Rogers

Now let’s look at Peach Alley’s main rivals, co-favorites
Afleet Tizzy and Bow Town Cat…

I’ve been reading (and trying desperately to understand)
Stephen Hawking’s “A Brief History of Time”…no easy task
(nor is Neil deGrasse Tyson’s “Astrophysics for People in a
Hurry”). Both are a lot tougher than their titles suggest.
I won’t pretend that handicapping is as complicated as
astrophysics, but for the serious player it is a daunting
intellectual challenge; today’s handicapper has access to
almost limitless data sources, yet as most of us have
learned – data alone will not produce a consistent positive
ROI. Data must be interpreted – weighed, measured,
evaluated, and most importantly, put in context.
Nevertheless, data is important, and its analysis is a
necessary first step in the “handicapping as storytelling”
process.
I begin my handicapping with a series of what I call
preliminaries (mostly numerical) - i.e., underlining, circling,
etc. what I consider to be basic handicapping
fundamentals – distance, surface, speed, etc. See my
treatment of Peach Alley, a 4-year-old filly entered in a six
th
furlong, $46,000 allowance race at Parx on April 10 , 2018.
(Brisnet pars are E1 94, E2 98, late 87 and final speed 88.)

(“Tizzy” has had 13 starts – took 10 to break her maiden;
thus, we pick up her story in her fourth race.)
…She’s been going well…maiden specials…always
competitive…had more than her share of bumps and
bruises (April 9)…time for a break…too good for maiden
claimer…carried out in June 19 start…jock switch to
Pennington…improved July 11…strong finish…stretch her
out…two good tries…strong finishes both with
Pennington…September 2 big race…super-strong finish
against state-bred allowance horses (significant trainer
switch to John Servis and four-month layoff)…working
good for Servis…let’s see what she can do…Servis wants
Navarro…she liked the added distance Jan.27…Feb. 12
even better…but why two-month layoff here?...solid works
April 5, 27, March 18…Servis good off layoffs…he says go
easy…just six furlongs today…

Peach Alley is obviously a talented young racehorse;
quick works, above par speed figures. My “T” means
talent, i.e., shows unusual ability early. L.R. = lightly raced.
E.SP. + PP#1 means she has early speed and is breaking
from the advantageous inside post.
These, then, are Peach Alley’s fundamentals.
Now let’s tell her story -you, dear reader, become the
trainer; you are essentially talking to yourself or thinking
out loud. Your basic question is, “Why is Peach Alley
entered in today’s race? How did she get to the sixth at
Parx on April 10, 2018?” Let’s put her numbers aside and
simply tell her story:

Bow Town Cat is the 8-5 favorite…her story…
…She’s a 5-year-old veteran with 23 starts…first published
start is good turf effort at Monmouth…we’ll try the big
boys at Saratoga and Belmont…two tries at
Saratoga…quick early…then two weak efforts at Belmont
despite switch to Saez…no excuses…six-week layoff…two
weak sprints at Aqueduct…try lesser at Parx Feb. 12…big
win…added distance a plus…ship back to Aqueduct for 6
1/2 furlongs…another good try…back to Parx…more
distance, lesser competition, wire-to-wire win…added
distance a plus…
(continued on next page)

Peach Alley begins her racing career in a six furlong sprint
for Pennsylvania-bred maiden specials at Penn
National…rough start but quick recovery, in contention all
the way…very fast early…improved in second start, again
fast early despite slow start…how good is she?...try a minor
stakes and see what happens…no win, but she didn’t
embarrass herself; third in a nine-horse field…back to
allowance company…another strong performance…fast
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Bow Town Cat was the post time favorite at 8-5; Afleet
Tizzy second choice at 5-2. Peach Alley went off at 9-1.
Both Afleet Tizzy and Bow Town Cat have significant speed
figure advantages over Peach Alley; indeed, her numbers
are regressing!
Tizzy’s connections are powerful as are her two most
recent races…but…her current form is questionable, and it
seems clear that she prefers more than six furlongs. Bow
Town Cat is in good form, morning line and post time
favorite…Silvera rides again; she’s an improved mare at
the top of her game…but her last four races tell us that she
too prefers more distance.
Tough decision; but Peach Alley’s early kick and inside
post say she has a shot despite her slower numbers – and
she’s 9-1!
I’m a conservative bettor; it took all my courage to
choose Peach Alley over these two hard-knocking
campaigners; but there was a case to be made for Peach
Alley at 9-1.
So…in the ninth at Parx on April 10, 2018…I made the
right decision.

Late Odds Changes are Nothing New in Today’s
Wagering Landscape
By Dean Towers, originally published at the Paulick Report
Saturday, July 7 was a wonderful day at Belmont. We
saw great racing in great weather in a beautiful setting,
and for customers there were huge pools to bet into. It
was truly some of the best this sport – a sport my friend
Eric Poteck calls “Gambletainment” -offers. It had
something for everyone.
On the customer side, though, we got to witness
something not-so-great about the sport – the late odd
change phenomenon. It was particularly apparent in the
sixth race – the Dwyer - as Firenze Fire, the eventual
winner dropped from 5-1 to 5-2 last flash.
Late odds changes have been happening for some time,
as a function of so much money coming into the pools
from off track. But over the last few years with more and
more interaction via social media, the reaction to these
drops has reached a zenith. When a horse is 4-1 at the off,
you’re supposed to be happy when he or she wins, but
when you somehow get paid $5.60 for your two dollar bet,
it understandably causes a negative feeling.
At Belmont on July 7, as is customary in the pari-mutuel
system, a large portion of the wagering was added to the
pool at the off. For the big stakes and invitationals, the
Dwyer saw 44.8 percent of all wagering after one minute
to post, the Belmont Sprint 39.9 percent, the Belmont
Oaks 29.9 percent, the Suburban 44.1 percent, and the
Belmont Derby 47.4 percent.
I bet even some seasoned industry participants would
find those ratios pretty shocking.

(Note that there were no excuses for Afleet and Bow
Town; they both ran their races.)
“Storytelling” is simply an attempt to put objective data
into a subjective narrative. Trainers read the Form, the
Sheets, etc. but they don’t make decisions on numbers
alone. Rather…either consciously or instinctively…they put
this data into an integrated whole when deciding where or
when to run their horses.
Storytelling means asking why? Why this day, this race,
this track, this surface, this distance?
So – become the trainer for a day; read between the
lines, ask “Why?”, start from the bottom up, and finish the
story!
In terms of the reason for late odds changes that happen
so often, it could be the computer teams, sharp money, a
big one-off wager, or inside barn money betting through
(continued on next page)
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rebate shops doing the damage, but whatever the reason,
in most cases these changes are usually just a resetting of
the odds from what’s bet early, to a fairer line.
For example, in the Belmont Derby, My Boy Jack went
from 3-1 to 5-1 last flash because people on track seem to
really like My Boy Jack, but the colt was not, in most
bettors’ view, worth 3-1. At small tracks this happens as a
matter of course. Picture a hypothetical “Dina’s Kitten”
who is 3-5 early, who then rises to 7-1 final odds.
Unbeknownst to us it was because the very well attended
th
“Dina’s 50 birthday bash” was held in the clubhouse.
Most industry analysts have offered suggestions to ‘fix’
this issue – stop betting when the horses load, kill
computer wagering and so on – but I think that’s not
optimal in a sport that needs a big wagering tent. The
solution, in my view, lies in building a better system.
Exchange wagering has been a go-to system for years
around the world, but in the US it’s still in its relegated to
New Jersey. This is somewhat understandable because
various U.S. entities do not want to give up control. But I
fear the business may be missing out, especially since new
sports wagering law allows for new systems like this to
proliferate.
When you watch racing in the UK or Australia, the
commentators quote the exchange price (or fixed odds
price), with supreme confidence. Punters happily ply their
trade shopping for prices and these prices are locked in, so
late odds drops can’t happen. The system works alongside
the tote just fine, and after the race, customers spend
their time on twitter doing what they should, talking about
the race, rather than about what odds the horse they just
bet dropped to.
For the Firenze Fire Dwyer win that has caught the eye of
so many (whatever happened or didn’t happen with one
big bet), an odds shift downwards was assured, as the
trading at Betfair exemplifies.
On the exchange, the starting price (the expected off price)
on the colt was a shade about 7-2 after commission. The
average matched price during trading was about 7-2 after
commission. This matched up with the after takeout price
of Firenze Fire in the doubles via the tote, which was about
7-2.
In that context, there’s very little mystery about a large
portion of the late money Firenze Fire took across the
pools that knocked him down to 7-2. The markets said 5-1
was too high, and the late money corrected it to truer
odds. That he ended up 5-2 (because of a large reported
bet) probably means he was bet down more than most
professional teams or sharp punters thought he should be.
With sports betting now passed in many states, the
wagering public is being introduced to fixed odds, inrunning betting and some pretty amazing technology. In
time, they’ll be growing more and more savvy and smart
about wagering. In response, horse racing needs to step up
its game. The current pari-mutuel system for win betting
creates an unwelcome chaos in a multi-billion dollar
wagering sport. Modern betting customers deserve and
will increasingly demand better.

By Jon Stettin, Past The Wire
It is easy to talk about the big wins and scores, and at
one point or another most, if not all, of us do it. I
remember them all, but we know this game takes us
through the highest highs and lowest lows, regardless of
what part of it you are in. One thing I learned long ago is
that you have to take the good with the bad. I remember
the tough beats, and I talk about them as much as the
wins. Two that will always stand out are Swain for the Pick
6 and Pick 4 in the Breeders’ Cup Classic. I hit both with
Awesome Again, but Swain meant so much more and how
he lost still stings. Another one is needing Dancing House
for the whole Breeders’ Cup Pick 6 pool, which was just
north of a cool mil, the year my other single Beholder won
the Distaff. Dancing House was a 20-1, or thereabouts,
single, and she did go on to win stakes, albeit on the dirt
later, but that didn’t help.

Timing is so much in all aspects of life. I think the beat I
will discuss today has as much to do with the timing of it,
and how it occurred, as the monetary loss alone. The very
large majority of my Saratoga memories are great, and the
meet has been generous to me consistently over the years.
This particular day, things did not fall my way, although for
a minute or two I believed they did, and thus I know how I
would have felt had it played out that way.
It was Travers Day 2008. I was having a rough time and a
rough meet. The life of a professional player has more ups
and downs than that of a conventional lifestyle, and this
was definitely a down period in every way imaginable on
and off the track.
Worry, who me? No way. I could right the ship with one
big and bold correct move, and that is precisely what I
planned to do. I had done it many times before and I was
going to do it again, and this was the day.
I loved Mambo in Seattle in the Travers. He was the horse
(continued on next page)
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that was going to save the day. I was sure he would win,
but my question was how to bet him to maximize the
score, which I needed to do. Betting to win wouldn’t do it.
The field was big which helped the exacta probable
payoffs, but I was torn for who I liked to finish second. The
pick 4 had a big pool. If I ended with Mambo in Seattle as a
single, the pay outs should be good, as the first three legs
were pretty wide open, in my opinion. I thought if I could
stay alive to Mambo, and I get a little lucky in a leg or two
leading up to the Travers, I could really get back on track.
Funny how this game is, I never even considered the
prospect of him losing. I just needed to stay alive as he was
going to win the Travers.
I drove to Calder to bet and planned to watch from
home, as I often did back then. I called my dad and told
him to watch and to root, but not to give me any results or
to call me. I would be driving home during the races and
wanted to watch without results. He said he wouldn’t say
anything if he called, but I told him that his voice would
give it away. He knew what it meant to me.
My budget, which pretty much was all there was
between me and poverty, allowed for an $10 pick 4 with
Mambo in Seattle the only single in the last leg the
Travers. Just to help the cause a bit, I also bet two exactas
with Mambo in Seattle over both Colonel John and Harlem
Rocker. There was no reason to reverse either one of
them. I knew the winner; I just had to have the right
second horse.
I made it home about two minutes to post for the
Travers. I couldn’t watch it live as I had to watch the other
three legs first. It was tough, but that was how I wanted it.
Porte Bonheur, at something like $25, was just the start I
needed, and I felt I was already in a good spot after the
first leg.
Shakis, at something like $10 or $12, kept me going, but
second-place finisher War Monger, who was my top
choice, would have been nicer. I was not complaining.
After a $15 winner kept me alive, and the Pick 3 paid
around $1,800 for two dollars, I thought I was in good
shape.
I fast forwarded to the walking into the gate. I didn’t
even pause for the will pays into the Pick 4. I had a $10
ticket alive to Mambo in Seattle, and that was going to be
sweet. I also had the two exactas which would ice the cake
if I was right.
The race ran just about how I thought it would through
the early stages. Mambo in Seattle was pretty far back, but
by the time they hit the backstretch they were bunching
up in front of him, which is what you want if the pace is
slow, which it was.
On the turn Robbie Albarado let Mambo go, and he
made a big wide move into contention and my eyes were
on him. He didn’t get a call yet from Tom Durkin, but he
looked like he would be right there to me.
In the stretch I could tell it would be close, and the

horses it was between were the ones I needed. Mambo
was coming wide with Harlem Rocker and Colonel John.
Colonel John and Garrett Gomez had saved all the ground
and were running big. But, Robbie avoided a lot of
bumping by being so wide and had the momentum. He
was going to get up, he was coming, he made it, and I
knew it. Tom Durkin called it too close to call, but I knew I
won. Robbie Albarado knew it too and pumped his fist. I
figured it had to be about $75 or $80K for the pick 4 and
maybe another $10 or $12K for the exacta.
While watching the gallop out I called my Dad to
celebrate. He answered very solemnly. I became
concerned about him immediately and asked what was
wrong.
He said, “Did you see the race?”
“Yes, we won,” I said.
“No, he didn’t he got beat,” he replied.
“What are you talking about I just watched it, he won,
Albarado pumped his fist. Are you sure?”
“He expletive lost,” he said.
I fast forwarded to real time, "What! It can’t be!"
The highest highs and lowest lows.
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Tioga Downs, and things went Atlanta’s way again, as she
kicked away from the pocketed Plunge Blue Chip, zipping
home in 27 1/5 to win in 1:52 1/5, and downing Plunge
Blue Chip by 3 1/4 lengths.
Atlanta was not in action at the Meadowlands, qualifying
at The Downs at Mohegan Sun Pocono instead, but she will
get her final prep for the Hambletonian or Hambletonian
Oaks in the New York Sire Stakes back at Vernon on Friday
night. The question will then be which race will she go in?
Certainly going in the Hambletonian Oaks would make that
race even more intriguing. Having her match-up against
Manchego, Plunge Blue Chip, and Phaetosive, who won
her Del Miller flight easily, would make that race even
more must-see and compelling. However, trainer Rick
Zeron might opt to race against the boys and go in the
two-heat Hambletonian instead, and honestly, barring a
poor race at Vernon, I have to say why not? The 3-yearold colt division is not bad; Six Pack set a world record of
1:50 in a Stanley Dancer division Saturday at the
Meadowlands, and Wolfgang, the Goodtimes winner at
Woodbine Mohawk Park, won his Dancer split handily, but
I don’t see them as unbeatable. Six Pack was second in the
Beal at Pocono, albeit from post nine, and tired badly in
the lane late in winning his Empire Breeders Classic final at
Vernon, and Wolfgang still has to show he can win without
Lasix, which will not be permitted in the Hambletonian,
and missed time after having a testicle removed after the
Goodtimes win.
Yes, a filly having to go two heats is likely a concern for
Team Zeron, but driver Scott Zeron has tasted success in
the Hambletonian before, winning it with eventual Triple
Crown champion Marion Marauder, and capturing an
elimination last year with International Moni. That kind of
history is what you like to see, as it shows that Zeron
knows how to get the most out of his horse in the
elimination, while also keeping something in reserve for
the final later that day. Also, Mission Brief was not
disgraced at all when she raced in the Hambletonian a few
years ago, winning her elimination and finishing second in
the final. I also believe strongly that a filly winning the
Hambletonian is one of the ultimate achievements in the
sport, and puts you right up there with any of the greats.
We saw boldness rewarded when supplemental entrant
Courtly Choice won the Meadowlands Pace, and I believe
that could happen again should Atlanta go in the Hambo.
Make no mistake about it, whatever decision Zeron and
the connections of Atlanta make, the Hambletonian Oaks
will still be a sensational race. Even past the big three or
four fillies, you have the likes of Hey Blondie, who charged
home in 26 3/5 after a troubled trip to finish third to
Phaetosive in the Del Miller, Lima Novelty, who overcame
a trailing post 12 to win the Mary Reynolds at the
Meadowlands in 1:52 1/5 for Scott Zeron and Linda
Toscano, and Live Laugh Love, who was a good third in the
world record Plunge Blue Chip race, finishing just three
lengths behind the top two and trotting her own mile in
1:50 2/5. It will be a race (and eliminations) not to miss.

Brought to you by the Hambletonian Society

By Greg Reinhart
As the first Saturday in August draws ever closer and the
Hambletonian picture comes into clearer focus, it’s not the
3-year-old trotting colts that are drawing the ooh’s and
aah’s of the harness racing world, it is their counterparts in
the sophomore trotting filly division.
Simply put, it’s hard to recollect such a deep and
talented group of Standardbreds occupying one group, and
that was evidenced very clearly this past Saturday. Plunge
Blue Chip, who while a very good 2-year-old, winning many
New York Sire Stakes events and the Goldsmith Maid
against opens to finish out her year, had been beaten
twice in-a-row coming into her Del Miller Memorial
division. Nevertheless, she came an impressive first-up
against Manchego, a gifted filly in her own right, and wore
her down in the last stride, stopping the clock in 1:49 4/5,
the fastest mile ever trotted by a 3-year-old.
The filly who had handed Plunge Blue Chip those
consecutive defeats before her record mile was the
brilliant Atlanta, a daughter of Chapter Seven who has
been simply remarkable in every start this year.

She defeated older foes, including the very good open
mare Celebrity Ruth, in her seasonal debut at the
Meadowlands in 1:52, capped off with a 27 1/5 final kicker.
She then went into stakes company, winning her Empire
Breeders Classic elimination at Vernon Downs in a romp in
1:53 1/5, setting the stage for her first matchup with
Plunge Blue Chip in the May 28 final. Atlanta was
devastating that day, making front and rolling home in 26
3/5, finishing off a 1:50 3/5 mile and defeating Plunge Blue
Chip by 4 1/2 lengths. Plunge Blue Chip and Atlanta
squared off again in the New York Sire Stakes on June 24 at
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There doesn't seem to be a track takeout chart for harness racing anywhere on the Internet, so we've put one together. Feel
free to email us if you find any errors.
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2017 Meet – Jockey/Trainer/Sire/Last Track/Odds Stats. Please note some of these stats have been cut down from the full file
for space reasons. If you’d like to download the entire text file, please click here for Saratoga and here for Del Mar.

Jockeys in Dirt Sprints
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Trainers in Dirt Sprints
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Dirt Sprint Sires
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Dirt Sprints – Last Track

Dirt Sprints – Odds Rank
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Dirt Routes – Jockeys
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Dirt Routes – Trainers
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Dirt Routes – Sires
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Dirt Routes – Last Track

Dirt Sprints – Odds Rank
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Outer Turf Sprints – Jockeys
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Outer Turf Sprints – Trainers

38

THE HORSEPLAYER M ONTHLY, B ROUGHT TO YOU B Y THE HORSEPLAYERS ASSOCIATION OF NORTH AMERICA

Outer Turf Sprints – Sires
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Outer Turf Sprints – Last Track

Outer Turf Sprints – Odds Rank
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Inner Turf Routes – Jockeys
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Inner Turf Routes – Trainers
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Inner Turf Routes – Sires
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Inner Turf Routes – Last Track

Inner Turf Routes – Odds Rank
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Dirt Sprints - Jockeys
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Dirt Sprints - Trainers
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Dirt Sprints - Sires
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Dirt Sprints – Last Track

Dirt Sprints –Odds Rank
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Dirt Routes – Jockeys
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Dirt Routes – Trainers
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Dirt Routes – Sires
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Dirt Routes – Last Track

Dirt Routes – Odds Rank
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Turf Sprints – Jockeys
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Turf Sprints – Trainers
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Turf Sprints – Sires
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Turf Sprints – Last Track
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Turf Routes – Jockeys
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Turf Routes – Trainers
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Turf Routes – Sires
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Turf Routes – Last Track

Turf Routes – Odds Rank
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