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Advanced Concepts with HTR 

Dissecting the Critical ML Favorites  –  2/1 or Less 
 

I want to further expand our understanding of the dominant Morning Line Favorites (MLF).  Why con-

tinue to explore this in such depth in this newsletter? It is my firm belief that your bottom line is abso-
lutely dependent on whether you embrace or gamble against these favorites.  They are the key decision 

that will result in big scores with exotics, tournament victory and overlay opportunities.   
 

First we lay down the parameters that will be tested so that there is no ambiguity in your mind about the 

horses we are focusing on.  You can easily duplicate my research and expand on it with Robot2.  Here is 

how I set it up.   
 

 ML 1/9 - 2/1 

 Favorite Only  

 Purse $10,000 + 

 No Wet Races  (No Wet Sprints / No Wet Routes) 

 No Off Turf Races 

 Field Size 5+ 
 

Let's begin with a statistical look at the most prominent MLF. 
 

ML  1/9 - 2/1 

In almost all cases, a MLF at 2/1 or less indicates to us that the track handicapper (person making the 

ML) has determined a dominant favorite.  The "2/1" ML in particular seems to be a universal code for a 
horse that is likely to take heavy betting.  Why do they consistently label it "2/1" instead of the expected 

lower odds? The real purpose of the Morning Line is to attract bettors to the race and increase handle.  

There are two key variables that have proven to lower handle pre-race:  (1) the announcement of an off 
track and (2) an expected heavy favorite.  With both (1) and (2), short fields and scratches are often 

involved and that is big turn-off for bettors.  So the track handicapper labels the likely favorite at "2/1" in 

an effort to make the race more attractive to gamblers, even though almost everyone realizes the horse 

will take action. 
 

Not all MLFs end up the actual betting choice on the tote board, but about 4 out of 5 of the 2/1 or less 
MLFs do become the final favorite and the majority of those are bet below the listed ML ===> 

  
ML 1/9 - 2/1    (see filters listed above) 
 

Horses    11914 

Win   38% 

ITM   75% 

Win ROI   0.82 

Pla ROI   0.86 

Sho ROI   0.89 
 

Tote Favorites    9334  

Off Odds < 3/1   11018 

Off Odds < 3/2    7299 
 

Analysis     

Looking at the second set of numbers:  about 80% of these ML favorites did end up as the actual public 

choice (chalk) and more than 92% of them closed at odds under 3/1 (would pay $7.90 or less to Win).  

But the most interesting statistic is that 61% of these horses were bet down to 7/5 or less.  This confirms 
that the public likes to hammer them.  The Win ROI = 0.82 exposes severe over-betting despite winning a 

strong 38% of their races.  Note the reasonably good ROI = 0.89 for Show, revealing that the public 

doesn't waste much money betting these horses across the board, but targets them to Win only.   



HTR Report Nov-Dec  2010 

 

3 

Advanced Concepts with HTR 

Dissecting the Critical ML Favorites  –  2/1 or Less 
 

It is obvious to all serious horse bettors what is happening with the chalk and heavy betting.  So we need 

to understand this dynamic as it is going to make or break our bankroll more than any other statistical 
subgroup in horse racing.  HTR has several great tools to help, including MLF evaluator.   
 

On the header for every race in the HTR-Tour program or KM Screen in HTR2, there is a ML Favorite 

evaluation listed.  The MLF are separated into five categories. 
 

Dominant - the ML Favorite is top ranked with most of the key ratings and has no negatives. 

Solid - the MLF is highly ranked in several key categories and has no negatives. 

Legit - MLF has a typical number of winning factors in its favor, often has one negative. 
Vulnerable - MLF has limited factors in its favor and typically has one or more negatives. 

Very Vulnerable - MLF has almost nothing going for it and two or more negatives likely. 
 

Now let's separate our 1/9 - 2/1 MLF group and look at the results using these headers. 
 

ML 1/9 - 2/1     

MLF Designation  Plays     Win   ITM    WROI      AvgM     I.V. 
 

ALL              11914     38%   75%    0.82     $4.30     2.81 

Tote Favorites    9334     42%   78%    0.83     $3.90     3.15    
 

Dominant          1180     50%   85%    0.86     $3.50     3.62 

Solid             2854     42%   79%    0.81     $3.90     3.00 

Legit             3774     39%   76%    0.85     $4.40     2.82 

Vulnerable        2509     33%   68%    0.81     $4.80     2.48 

Very Vulnerable   1597     27%   65%    0.73     $5.30     2.05 
 

Analysis 

The Tour headers make a clear separation statistically and offer us a lot of help in evaluating our chances 
of beating the ML favorite.  The Dominant favorite's average odds are well below even-money but they 

don't disappoint very often and win half their races and finish in the trifecta 85% of the time.  Now look 

carefully at the difference statistically between the Dominant and Solid groups.   
 

The drop off in results between the Dominant and Solid favorites is very interesting (50% to 42% Win-
ners and ROI .86 vs. .81).  Notice that both of these categories have average odds under even-money.  

This tells us that the public does not make much of a distinction between the horses in either group in 

terms of how they bet.  That is exactly what we are hoping to find here.  In other words, while the result 

difference is considerable in our eyes between Dominant and Solid, the public does not see a distinction.  
No doubt that almost all the MLF with Dominant or Solid designations are heavily bet and considered the 

most reliable favorites.  Now that we can spot this subtle difference, we can gain a slight edge on the 

public with the Tour heading and consider the Solid group to be just a bit less formidable. 
 

The MLF that falls under the Legit category have statistical hit rates that are just about at the average for 
all MLF 2/1 or less.  This is exactly the intention of the Legit designation - to inform us when the favorite 

is typical and somewhat neutral in terms of our opinion.  It is not easy to bet against a Legit 2/1 or lower 

MLF as they hold their own, but we are also aware that they are not quite as potent.  The average odds are 

about 6/5, so the public backs off slightly as well. 
 

Now compare the difference in final odds between the Legit and Vulnerable categories.  The average final 
odds are about the same 6/5 - 3/2, and yet the Vulnerable MLF win far less and have a much lower hit 

rate and ROI.  Again, this is a subtle but very real difference in output.  The Very Vulnerable group has a 

miserable ROI and that proves that these horses are severely over bet by the public in terms of their 
chances, even though the average odds on these MLFs are about 8/5.   
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Advanced Concepts with HTR 

Dissecting the Critical ML Favorites  –  2/1 or Less - Dominant and Solid 
 

Now we turn out attention to the most authoritative MLF runners, those identified as Dominant and Solid 

only.  We know from the statistics on the previous page that most of these horses end up odds-on favor-
ites.  The public singles them in exotics and bets them with abandon to Win.  However, the bettors seem 

to back off with Place and especially Show wagering.  Look at these statistics. 

 
MLF  1/9 - 2/1       Dominant and Solid Only 

MLF Designation   Plays     Win   ITM    WROI  PROI  SROI    AvgM     
 

ALL               4034     44%   81%    0.82  0.88  0.92    $3.7 

 

Analysis 

The public clearly over plays these horses to Win (and certainly in exotics as well) as the ROI is a -18% 
loser despite the 44% winners.  The average winner pays just $3.70.  Bettors seem to be less enthused 

with Place and Show and betting on these obvious horses and the ROI beats the takeout for Place and 

smashes it for Show.   
 

The focus is always on beating the public - and these horses are major targets for reckless bettors and 
speed-figure players in particular.  With 44% winners, there must be 56% losers.  What factors in HTR 

portend a loser among the most predictable favorites?    
 

Let's first consider intuitively why these heavy favorites would lose. 
 

1. They have physical problems or minor injury - most likely unknown to trainer and bettor alike.  

Perhaps the horse had "one of those days" and didn't feel like putting out any effort. 
 

2. A bad trip or mishap that cost the horse the race.  Examples include a stumble at the start, wide on 

the turns, impeded, clipped heels, etc. 
 

3. They are beaten on the square.  This means that there was one or more better horses in the race 
that ran faster.  Perhaps this was due to unexpected improvement for the upstart or maybe the 

public badly misinterpreted the data and missed the most logical winner on paper.   

 
We are generally in the dark regarding (1) and (2) above.  They are difficult to predict ahead of the race.  

It might be possible to conclude some aspects of physical condition from form-cycle, layoff gaps, slow 

workouts, class drops, jockey selection, outward physical appearance in the post-parade.  I checked sev-
eral possibilities looking at data for layoffs, suspicious class drops, low workout ratings, low T+J% and 

form-cycle patterns, but the public rarely makes a mistake.  Keep in mind that HTR separates these 

favorites into the Dominant and Solid categories after a rigorous check of all possible negatives.  If there 

are any skeptical factors present, the designation is already downgraded. 
 

Item (3) above is our best chance to predict a loss for the chalk.  We may be able to defeat some over bet 
heavy favorites by recognizing that other horses in the race are just as fast or are improving.  Subtracting 

the 44% winners from the 81% ITM, leaves 37% of the Dominant or Solid favorites that finished 2nd or 

3rd.  Certainly some of those may be due to racing luck, but it is a fair guess that at least half of them 
were simply not the best horse in the race and were beaten on the square by another contender. 
 

Negatives too Rare 

It is almost useless to look at the 'negative' sections in HTR screens or Robot2 when trying to beat the 

Dominant or Solid MLF.  This is because they would not have been rated in these high categories if they 

had any negatives to start with.  There is almost nothing to go on in terms of statistical negatives with 
these horses.  As mentioned in the previous paragraph, our best hope is to handicap the race and find 

another runner that can beat them.  That's our focus on the next page. 
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Advanced Concepts with HTR 

Dissecting the Critical ML Favorites  –  2/1 or Less - Dominant and Solid 
 

We have talked about the difficulty of predicting a bad race from these Solid and Dominant favorites 

based on anything we see on paper.  Two good examples are Long Layoffs and Running Style (RS).  If 
these factors are tested on all horses in general, there is a definite statistical decline.  Let's see what hap-

pens with the Dominant and Solid favorites -->    
 

MLF  1/9 - 2/1     Dominant and Solid  

Factors          Plays     Win   ITM    WROI  PROI  SROI    AvgM     
 

ALL               4034     44%   81%    0.82  0.88  0.92    $3.7 
 

RS= "S" or "R"     602     40%   82%    0.79  0.85  0.93    $3.9 
 

Layoff 90+         116     48%   83%    0.85  0.91  0.97    $3.8     
 

Analysis 
The Layoff is a non-issue as very few of the heavy favorites have been off more than 90 days, and a hand-

ful were off more than 6 months.  The results were not diminished in any case (48% winners).   
 

The run-style (RS) factor is more interesting.  Over 600 of the test group have a late style (Sustained or 

Rear) that appears to produce a slight impact on winning (40% vs. 44%).  However, notice two things:  1) 
the ITM% is actually higher than normal.  This indicates these late-run-style favorites are just as live 

despite the problems they may encounter with having to run late (wide, blocked, etc.).  The closers don't 

get up for the win quite as often but they are just as viable in terms of readiness.  2) the average win pay-
off is a bit higher than the average ($3.90 vs. $3.70).  This indicates the public isn't as enthusiastic about 

them due to knowing the disadvantages of having to come from behind.   
 

My research was very thorough.  We can't depend on negative handicapping components to inhibit win-

ning with these favorites.  While Run Style and Layoff are definitely impacting almost all other horses, it 

is basically worthless information with Dominant and Solid MLFs.   
 

The Terrible Twos 

Now we recognize that these Solid and Dominant favorites rarely display a predictable signal (on paper) 
that they will run a stinker.  We would be guessing, usually wrong, that the heavy favorite will beat itself 

or not feel like putting out today.  Instead we need to find another horse that can beat them. 
 

Our first clue to locating another horse to beat the Dominant and/or Solid MLF is to look at the rankings 

in key categories.  The (K) rating would seem like the top choice.  After all, if the heavy favorite is not 

ranked #1 with the (K) rating, this means that another runner is a better choice on paper and we should 
jump on it.  However, of the 4034 Solid and Dominant MLF entrants, just 198 were ranked K = 2.  No 

doubt the K=2 favorites were in trouble, they won just 36%, but they are very rare.  Below is a list of the 

factors in HTR with the highest rate of beating the heavy favorites if the big MLF has a ranking of 2 or 
worse.  The win rate for MLFs are shown below with the sample size. 
 

HTR=2+     36%  (939) 

K=2+       36%  (198) 

PER= 2+    37%  (1115) 

A/P= 2+    38%  (1467) 

VEL= 2+    39%  (1502) 
 

Summary 
To put the hurt on the public and beat a heavy favorite is one of the most satisfying and profitable oppor-

tunities in all of handicapping.  To do it, you need to forget about looking for negative traits, they just 

aren't predictable with overwhelming chalk.  Instead, concentrate on finding another horse to beat them.  

If the MLF has a ranking = 2 with (K), HTR, PER, A/P or VEL, then the horse ranked above them in this 
factor is a definite contender to defeat them.  On the other hand, if the MLF is ranked #1 with all of these 

factors, and they often are, then they are an outstanding key or single and win over 50%. 
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Handicapping with MaxVel 

Modeler  –  Development of the Concept 
 

This text assumes you have an intermediate to advanced level of understanding of pace handicapping.  If 

you need a primer, please read Modern Pace Handicapping by Tom Brohamer. 
  
More than 30 years ago, handicapping author Steve Davidowitz published his popular book "Betting 

Thoroughbreds" which included a chapter on track bias.  His was the first published methodology that 
detailed how to construct and record bias information using notations and observation.  It became a hit 

with serious handicappers.  The concept included recording the running position of winners at sprint and 

route distances, their post positions, and to note whether the horse rallied wide or hugged the rail.  Even-
tually a trend might develop with certain race types that could be exploited by betting on horses that 

would benefit from the bias - or by writing down those that were hurt by the bias and bet them next out as 

'trip plays'.   
 

The Sartin/Brohamer modeling method quickly adapted this idea but with several analytic additions that 

greatly enhanced the value of bias detection.   
 

1. They used velocity feet-per-second (fps) rankings as the primary numeric record.  Sometimes 
this was as simple as "Early" (E/P) and "Late" (L/P) ranks as we have on the default HTR2 pro-

gram screen.  Recall that in this era of the 1980s, the calculations were handled crudely on com-

puters we would laugh at today and all of the data was manually entered.  The use of velocity fps 
gave them a huge technical edge over other bias handicappers that were merely recording the 

running positions.   The most important aspect to this was that the velocity trends would last 

much longer than the typical short cycles of weather-related track bias.  In fact, the mere geome-

try of the racetrack oval would hold a velocity fps bias for years at a time.   
 

2. They separated every distance and surface.  This seems obvious to us now, but was a radical 
breakthrough at the time.  Most bias players in the 1980s were recording generic Sprint and 

Route distances, or 1-Turn and 2-Turn race separation only.  They did this in order to save time 

and increase sample size in smaller time frames.  The Sartin-style modelers uncovered critical 
distinctions by taking this extra step.  They were not as impatient as the Davidowitz followers 

who were seeking to quickly exploit a short-term bias before it lost value or the track surface 

changed.  The feet-per-second modeling method was a longer term trend detector. 
 

3. Over time, the Sartin/Brohamer model users began to notice a consistent trend that would prove 

fundamental in their model handicapping.  Maiden winners tended to trend toward early speed.  
Separating the maiden races would often produce a dramatically different model.  Most often it 

would show that early speed was not as dominant as it might have appeared overall. 
 

The edge achieved by doing this additional work on the track bias paid handsome dividends to those that 

were willing to put in the hours of homework needed to compile the information.  Remember that it was 
necessary to type in the full-field running lines in order to get the rankings - a tedious manual process at 

the time - and then record the ranks of the winners.  We'll review how this looked later.  I cringe when I 

think of the long hours we spent running the numbers for one or two tracks and keeping up with all of the 
paperwork back then.  Thank goodness it is 2010 and we have the technology to download and compute 

all the ratings in an instant from every track in North America.  This produces highly accurate modeling 

in our MaxVel software.  The December 2010 upgrade expands the concept with a modeling 'Wizard'.   
 

MaxVel = Maximum Velocity software from HTR.  Separate application for velocity fps handicapping 

and a full featured data Modeler.   
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Handicapping with MaxVel 

Modeler  –  Distinct from Spot Plays and Robot Research 
 

Next is a discussion of the key differences between using the Modeler in MaxVel as opposed to the HTR 

Robot tool.   
 

The Modeler is a short-term tool.  Its primary target is one track, one race - and it is usually a race you 
want to bet on today, perhaps even in the next few minutes.  This method of decisive single race research 

requires the handicapper to quickly locate a set of similar races that have taken place in the recent past 

and hope that data trends will repeat.  That is why modelers typically depend on distance-surface similar-

ities (track bias) as sampling is easier to perform with shorter date ranges. 
 

The HTR Robot, or any method of data query, including our Export and database tools, has the long-run 
in mind.  Data is analyzed for profitability (ROI) using any and all factors, angles, tracks, race types and 

combinations of them.  The resulting spot plays are tested for past reliability and forward profits.  An 

individual race is of little importance.  Statistical confidence is enhanced with larger and more diverse 
samples.  The object is to make money by uncovering combinations of factors the public cannot see. 
 

ROI is a secondary concern with a Modeler.  The purpose of modeling is to narrow the contenders and 

find winners among them.  The MaxVel Modeler has a key function that shows how the Top-1,2,3,4 

ranks in each factor have performed.  Let's look at an example below. 
 

Factor     Top1    Top2    Top3    Top4 

PAC       22%     49%    70%    91% 

(K)       26%     36%    59%    74% 

PER       17%     38%    72%    82% 

JKY       20%     29%    47%    63% 
 

These results are very interesting.  None of the factors are particularly strong with the top rank (Top1), 
however those horses ranked 1-2 with PAC win nearly 50% of these races and a whopping 91% of the 

winners are ranked 1-2-3-4 with PAC.  This makes our task easy in terms of contenders if we trust this 

output.  We need only concern ourselves with the horses ranked top-4 in PAC or just use them all if 
playing the DD, Pick3 or Pick4.  We could also spend time handicapping the four contenders who show 

PAC ranks 1-4 and make a subjective call on the winner.  The strong results with PAC rating also seems 

to indicate an early speed track bias - something to consider for future races at this distance. 
 

Notice how this data analysis differs markedly from using the Robot or database.  Our overriding concern 
with researching data for spot plays with the Robot or db is ROI and profit, not winners.  A single race 

has little meaning to the spot play investor.  In fact, it is not at all unusual for a spot play to contradict the 

results from the Modeler.  Future profits with spot plays depend on this contradiction as the public will 

tend to favor short term bias over more complicated data findings. 
 

A data modeler can give the handicapper a powerful edge over the public.  The majority of horse bettors 
are handicapping based on a generic understanding, such as expecting the horses with the highest speed 

ratings or top jockeys to win.  So if the Modeler displays winning factors that are somewhat quirky or 

misunderstood, such as top ranked Fr2 (turn-time) or PED (pedigree) ratings, then higher odds are likely 
to be found among the contenders with those ranks.   
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Handicapping with MaxVel 

Modeling Basics  /  Modeler Wizard 
 

Let's review a typical example of a simple Brohamer/Sartin style model record that could have been rec-

orded at Hialeah in the 1980s.  Knowing how to interpret a model output is critical. 
 

6.0f Dirt Fast 

Track     Date     Race    Type          Fr1    Fr3      Pos-1   Notes 

  HIA     04/01      7     Mcl            1      7         4  

  HIA     04/01      4     Clm            2      3         3 

  HIA     04/01      1     Alw            1      8         4 

  HIA     03/31      9     Mdn            x      x         1      FTS 

  HIA     03/31      5     Clm            2      9         4 

  HIA     03/30      8     STK            3      6         5    

  HIA     03/30      5     CLM            1      5         2     

  HIA     03/30      1     MCL            2      9         7       L1 
 

Analysis 

This is a typical hand model that may have given velocity players an edge over other handicappers who 
were using just the positional record (Pos-1).  According to Pos-1, these results are a bit 'choppy' in terms 

of 1st call position at 6.0 furlongs.  Just one horse won wire-to-wire and although most of the others seem 

to be in the front half of the pack early, it is difficult to determine from Pos-1 alone if there is any clear 
bias.  Using the feet-per-second ratings of Fr1 and Fr3 there is a far more obvious trend.  All of the win-

ners were ranked 1-2-3 with Fr1 and most had poor Fr3 ratings.  This is a solid marker that early velocity 

was critical to winning at 6-furlongs at HIA during this period.   

 
Advantages of MaxVel Modeler 

This old model has only three factors (Fr1, Fr3, Pos1) for the handicapper to consider.  The MaxVel mod-

eler looks at 19 rankings at once and that can be a massive advantage in the realm of profiling data.  The 
manual method above also required daily record keeping by the user and missing a single day would ruin 

the data cycle.  Record keeping is entirely taken care of by the computer with MaxVel as long as the user 

downloads races and results for all dates and loads them when starting the program (don't click the "Load 
Only" check-box at startup if you want to use the Modeler in MaxVel). 
 

The latest version of MaxVel makes it even easier to get the modeler stats and apply them to the current 
race.  Let's look at the mechanics of the new "MaxVel Modeler Wizard".   

 

MaxVel Modeler Wizard 
I have written a separate and more detailed PDF step-by-step guide to using the Modeler Wizard.  You 

can get it at this link in the HTR-Library.   

 
www.homebased2.com/km/pdf/ModelerWizardInstructionSheet.pdf  
 

The basic idea of a "Wizard" is to save a lot of time organizing the output.  Modeling can be overly time-

consuming and many will reject the effort it takes.  Our MaxVel Modeler already saves a ton of time over 

manual methods through its slick automated actions.  Yet the handicapper still has to look at the finished 

data and then match the results with a race field he wishes to bet.  That can take up to 15 minutes per race 
with careful scrutiny.  My goal with the "Modeler Wizard" was to dramatically shorten this process.   
 

I'm always in a hurry when it comes to handicapping.  On one hand, I want the most accurate data analy-

sis available - yet there isn't enough time for me to run the MaxVel Modeler on every race.  Time is espe-

cially short if preparing a pick-4 ticket with 10 minutes to post!  The "Wizard" solves this problem by 
running the Modeler through its paces as usual, but instead of merely providing a readout of the data, it 

pulls the key factors individually - and then the cool part - it extracts and lists the horses in the current 

race that match that model output.  A breath of fresh air to be sure, for busy bettors that don't want to give 

up any of the edge the Modeler can provide.   

http://www.homebased2.com/km/pdf/ModelerWizardInstructionSheet.pdf
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Handicapping with MaxVel 

MaxVel Upgrade Information 
 

The "Modeling Wizard" above is just one of the new additions in the newest version of MaxVel dated 

Dec. 1, 2010.  There are some new items on the [V2] and [V4] screens as well as filters and new handi-

capping factors added to the Modeler. 
 

V2  Screen 

Click the [V2] button to display a pace and velocity screen view.  The new items are on the far right, and 
they are QP (Quirin Speed Points) and RS (Running Style).  You can click the sort buttons with [QP] and 

[RS] at the top as well.  This will sort the field in order of most early speed for these two items and is an 

interesting perspective.   
 

V4 Screen 

The KMS rating has been added to the [V4] screen and the horses can be sorted with it by clicking the 

[KMS] sort button at the top right.   
 

Modeler Filters 

Several new filters were brought over from Robot2 and added to the Modeler interface.  These include the 
'Odds Range', the 'RS' or Run Style designations as well as Quirin Speed point filters.  Normally the mod-

eler is used to handicap a race directly by reviewing similar past races and I don't recommend filtering.  

However, these might be worth some experimentation for some of you that are experienced users and 

want to advance your analysis. 
 

Full Stats 

Full Stats report, which displays ranking results from top-to-bottom on many key factors in HTR, adds 
RS, QP, FC and KMS to the output.   
 

Note:  PL modes 8-9 were removed from MaxVel.  They offered little or no added value to other methods 

of paceline selection and were for experimentation only.  I strongly suggest you stick with a single PL 

method while you use the Modeler; the default is PL-5.   
  

Notes on Filtering with the Modeling Wizard 

With one exception, do not use the various filters when running the "Wizard".  The "Wizard" will set all 

the filters automatically by itself.  The default setting for searching similar races is [Track, Distance, Sur-
face].  If enough races are found (10 or more), then you can try the [Track, Distance, Surface, Class Type] 

on the same race for greater separation.  The 'Wizard' will report nothing if there is insufficient data with 

either option.  Read more in the PDF guide to the MaxVel Modeler Wizard at this link. 
 

www.homebased2.com/km/pdf/ModelerWizardInstructionSheet.pdf 

 

Important Reminder when Starting Up MaxVel 
If you want to use the Modeler function in MaxVel, be sure to load all the files in your current folder 

(usually the C:\HTR folder) at start up.  DO NOT check the box titled "Load Only", when you first enter 

the program as this will only process races from the current date.    
 

http://www.homebased2.com/km/pdf/ModelerWizardInstructionSheet.pdf
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Horse Racing 

Race Fixing - Past and Present 
 

On an Autumn afternoon in 1977 at Belmont Park, the most famous "ringer" scandal in American thor-

oughbred history took place.  A chronic loser and known bleeder (Lasix was banned in NY at that time) 
named Lebon entered the gate for the final race of the day, at odds of 57-1.  The veteran New York handi-

cappers would have considered Lebon an underlay even at that price as the horse had virtually no hope on 

paper.  But on this day Lebon won like a champion in a romp.   
 

As it turned out, the winner really was a South American champion named Cinzano.  A popular veteri-

narian named Mark Gerard, who had treated Secretariat, had arranged a brilliant switch, and cashed for 
nearly $80,000.  Through a series of unexpected events the entire scam was revealed and Gerard was 

caught and spent a year in jail.  Unfortunately for the angry Belmont bettors, there was no recourse.   
 

Since that time, many safeguards have been instituted to prevent ringers from entering thoroughbred 

races.  It has probably become the least preferred method of fixing a horse race.  The lure of easy money 
doesn't stop people from trying however, and there have been plenty of scandal and attempted fixes since 

1977 with other methods. 
 

Race fixing generally takes place with one of three methods. 
 

1. Ringers; as we discussed above, the illegal substitution of a good horse for a bad one.  No doubt 

extremely rare now with several layers of identification checked for race entry. 
 

2. Boat Race; this is difficult to contrive since it requires most or all of the jockeys to be in on the 
fix. 

 

3. Stiffing or Boosting; this is the most common method of fixing a race today, since only one horse 

is involved.  A myriad of methods are used, most often on low-odds horses or favorites to keep 

them out of the money, or using illegal equipment or drugs to boost a high-odds runner. 
 

The Boat Race 
By 1924, Al Capone and his gang had a firm grip on Chicago vice, including gambling, prostitution and 

liquor during prohibition.  His headquarters was in the suburb of Cicero, the home of Hawthorne race-

track.  Capone and his partner, Johnny Torrio had secured a controlling interest in  the track.  Although 

Capone was generally known as a wild and reckless gambler, he lost gobs of cash at the track and in the 
casinos.  It should be remembered that Capone was the house.  He was just recycling his own profits, 

acting as a sort of shill for his gambling enterprises.   
 

Capone liked to be seen at Hawthorne and entertained the corrupt Chicago political leaders there.  At 

times, he would call for a race to be fixed, thus ensuring all his cronies would win and get their "take" 
without having to hand them cash directly.  No one at the track would dare to cross the Capone organiza-

tion if they called for a fix.  All the jockeys were willing conspirators who earned some easy cash, but 

certainly risked their lives if they didn't play along.  When the fix was in, the jocks simply broke from the 

gate and ran in single file all the way around the track.  The lead horse was the one selected to win and 
was never passed.  This procession became known as the "boat race".   
 

In modern times, the "boat race" became more associated with harness racing.  As scandals and fixes 

were uncovered in the Standardbred sport, the perception of harness racing as fixed, even if the race was 

perfectly honest, damaged it for good.  Legitimate boat races are less common with thoroughbreds, but 
happen from time to time to the ire of most bettors, who may also be yelling "fix" or "boat race" after the 

single-file parade is over.    
 

To fix a boat race at thoroughbred tracks today would seem highly unlikely.  It would be difficult to bribe 

all of the people necessary to pull off the scam, let alone get away with it under the scrutiny of multiple 

video surveillance cameras.  The more people that are involved in a fix, the more likely it is to be 
detected.  So the favored method of fixing is the "stiff" or "boost" which involves only one horse and a 

smaller number of people who are aware of the crime. 
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Horse Racing  

Race Fixing - Myth and Reality 
 

The Stiff 

On the night of Sept. 28, 1995 at Los Alamitos racetrack there was a large pick-6 carryover of $81,000.  
Richard Sklar (a.k.a. "richie fingers") bribes the top Arabian jockey Richard Pfao to "slow" (stiff) the 

heavy favorite in two legs of the pick6.  Both favorites did lose, but the ruse was uncovered and the two 

conspirators later plead guilty and served time in federal prison.  During an interview in prison, Sklar 
relates something astonishing - despite the successful chalk-stiff, he and Pfao made no money on the 

scheme!  The $6,000 worth of pick-6 tickets he played did not even catch 5 of 6 and no other bettors were 

able to hit 6/6 that night either.  He also admitted to losing out on another pick6 at Bay Meadows due to a 

horse that was supposed to have been stiffed by jockey Ron Hansen, but it won anyway.  Hansen was 
later found dead and buried in mud in San Francisco, his mysterious murder still unsolved to this day. 
 

These scandals were two of many race fixes that Sklar bragged he arranged in California from 1985-1995.  

His credibility is obviously in question without evidence, but it is interesting that he does not overplay his 

winnings.  In his words, most of the "stiffs" were carried out as expected, usually holding back heavy 
favorites, yet he confesses they often did not profit from it.  That's horse racing for you.  We all have 

tossed out heavy favorites from our tickets, watched them lose, and still we didn't make any money:  

"won the battle, yet lost the war".   
 

Crooked trainers have tried stuffing sponges into nostrils, sedative drugs and even half-starving their run-

ner to ensure they lose.  But stiffing the favorite offers no guarantee of making a score and is highly risky 
with the extra scrutiny of multiple angle video patrol and post-race vet exams and drug tests.  So the bad 

trainers turned from making their horses lose to "boosting" them and turning losers into winners. 

 
The Boost 

As we are all aware, the rise of the "super trainer" in the late 1990s was all about drugs that would radi-

cally reverse the form-cycle of a losing runner.  This proved a much more reliable way to cheat than any 

previous methods of race fixing.  There was no need to bribe jockeys and outsiders, and criminals and 
mob characters did not have to be involved because up-front cash was not needed to arrange the fix.  The 

trainer was betting on his own horses - perfectly legal. 
 

Some trainers made incredible sums of money before the industry finally took notice and cracked down.  

Yet even today, the super trainers are still out there, no doubt staying one step ahead of the testing lab.  
But "boosting" isn't always about drugs.   
 

The 'buzzer' or 'battery' is an electrical device used by the jock to jolt and shock the horse.  We know now 

that buzzers have almost no effect on making a horse run faster.  It might get their attention, but the whip 

is just as useful.  Jockeys that have admitted using buzzers will almost always relate that "everybody else 

was using them too”, and that negates any advantage.  The typical jockey makes modest earnings and 
most are not well educated.  The temptation to try and improve their lot in life by cheating a little must be 

overwhelming, but more often than not they are busted before they make any money at it. 
 

The buzzer is the most obvious method of "boosting" but there have been others that were more creative 

and even less expensive.  Cayenne pepper fed to a horse, or applied to its extremities will certainly wake 
up a lazy runner, but won't make them run any faster.  The "milk shake" is sodium bicarbonate flushed 

into the nose to pump up blood oxygen.  Rather clever because it did not require drugging, but is cruel. 
 

It seems to me that the real boost for thoroughbreds is good old fashioned 'tender loving care'.  Rest and 

freshening, fresh air and good food and attentive care are absolutely beneficial to all mammals in making 

them physically sound and healthy.  Luckily most people in the thoroughbred industry understand this 
and take good care of their horses.  Unfortunately the cheaters never go away, but thanks to all of us who 

disdain such behavior, fixing races is far more difficult and less common than ever. 
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Late Announcements and Reminders 
 

Sincere Thanks 
 

I'm three weeks late with this newsletter and the MaxVel update due to the illness and 
death of my Mother.  Thank you all for the exceptionally generous condolences through 
the bbs, emails, cards and flowers.  It meant a lot to my family to hear from you, and I 
appreciate the support and patience of all of our subscribers during a very stressful 
time.   

 
Software Updates 
 

MaxVel software (Dec 2010 version) is available now.  Be sure to read the updated PDF 
sheet available in the HTR Library at this link.   
 
www.homebased2.com/km/pdf/ModelerWizardInstructionSheet.pdf 
 
I'm on schedule for the upgrades to HTR2 and HTR_Tour as well in early January.  The 
Tour program will have some new output that will be a perfect organizer for our tourna-
ment finalists and I'll have full details in the next newsletter. 
 

 
 

HTR   Handicapping Tech & Research 
 

Voicemail:  714-366-1HTR 

Email:  kmsoft@earthlink.net 

HTR website (software updates): www.htr2.com 

 www.homebased2.com/km 

 
HTR Report is an on-line newsletter and is published bi-monthly, it is available in the HTR Subscriber 

Zone around the 10
th

 of the month.  Monthly subscribers can view the current newsletter for no charge on-
line, Adobe Reader software (free) required.  Past issues over a year old are available in our website 

archive library. 

 
Products and services from KM Software 
HTR Unlimited Download: $119/mo unlimited access, all tracks. 

HTR Software Complimentary, no fee for updates. 

Bi-Monthly HTR Newsletter Current Issue is included with monthly subscription for members only. 

 Archives of Past Issues are available on the HTR2.com website. 

http://www.homebased2.com/km/pdf/ModelerWizardInstructionSheet.pdf
mailto:kmsoft@earthlink.net
http://www.htr2.com/
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