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Meet the author

Welcome to Back a Winning Horse!

My name is Belinda Levez and I’ll be your guide on this course of self-study, helping you to teach yourself how to back a winning horse. I am a former UK betting shop manager. I have also written many successful introductions to gambling. I have seen first-hand how bookmakers make their profits. They use many tricks that tempt gamblers to spend more money than they intended. Many people have learned from friends or family how to bet and have picked up some knowledge about horse racing. Often they have been misinformed. Some of these misconceptions contribute to gamblers losing money.

The most successful gamblers have a detailed knowledge of horse racing and betting. They can recognize when a bet is worthwhile and pick out horses that have the greatest chance of winning. They understand how a betting market works and know the rules. They can easily calculate their winnings and make an accurate assessment of the risks.

Throughout this book I will be sharing with you the inside knowledge that I have gained through my experience as a betting shop manager. Step-by-step, I will introduce you to the world of horse racing, helping you understand the jargon and the technical terms used. For those with little time I have included one-minute, five-minute and ten-minute summaries of the basic rules covered in the book.

Throughout the book you will find author insights that help to explain key points in greater detail. At the end of each chapter ten points are highlighted that you need to remember. I have also included a ready reckoner to help you easily calculate the winnings on your bets.

At the end of this course you should have a better understanding of horse racing and of betting. This will help you to make more informed choices about the type of bet you make and what you bet on.


1: Only got a minute?

Understanding the odds

When you place a bet, you will see that there are prices (odds) quoted for the runners. These prices are usually made up of two numbers with a slash between, for example 5/4, 11/8, 5/1, 7/2, 15/2, 25/1. These prices are a ratio telling you what you will win for a particular stake. The amount on the left of the price is what you will win if you bet the amount on the right. The money bet is called the stake. If you win, your stake is refunded, e.g. if the price quoted is 6/1, you will win £6 for every £1 staked. Your stake is also refunded. If you bet £5 on a horse at 6/1, your returns will be (6 ×£5) + £5 = £35.

How prices are determined

A bookmaker uses an expert called a handicapper to assess the chances of each runner in the race. The handicapper will consider a number of factors to determine the chances of each horse. Things like pedigree, recent performance, the jockey, weight carried and the condition of the ground will be taken into account. A book of prices is then made depending on the assessment. The runner that he thinks is most likely to win will have the lowest price and is called the favourite.

The initial prices offered are called tissue prices. This is a conservative estimate of a horse’s chance of winning – a preliminary indication of the prices. Once bets have been made the prices are said to have been laid; this means that a betting market has been made. The prices then alter depending on how much is bet. The prices do not show the chances that a horse has of winning, they reflect how much money has been bet. The horse attracting the greatest amount of money will have the lowest price (the favourite); the horse attracting the least will have the highest price.


5: Only got five minutes?

Horse races are arranged into meets with a programme that will fill either a morning, afternoon or evening. Spending a day at the races is one of the most enjoyable aspects of betting on horse racing. You have the thrill of watching the race and are directly involved in the hustle and bustle of the betting ring.

For most meets, it is not necessary to book tickets. If you plan to attend a major race day, it is best to book in advance. On some race days members must wear morning dress and ladies are asked to wear hats. For most a jacket and tie is required in the members’ enclosure.

Racecourses are divided into different areas, priced according to the facilities offered: the silver ring, tattersalls and the members’ enclosure. Tattersalls is the main area, including the grandstand, paddock and winners’ enclosure. The members’ enclosure is the most expensive area and gives the best view of the course. It also offers access to tattersalls. The silver ring is the cheapest.

BEFORE AND DURING A RACE

Before a race, bets can be made when the bookmakers mark their boards and the tote screens display the approximate odds.

The jockeys are weighed before they rendezvous with the owners and trainers in the parade ring to receive last-minute instructions about how they should run.

A raised flag indicates that the race is about to begin. The announcer says, ‘They’re under orders.’ When the starter is satisfied that the horses are ready, the announcer says, ‘They’re off.’ At this point betting will stop. With long national hunt races, bookmakers may continue to accept bets after the off.

Jockey Club officials (stewards) watch the race to ensure that it is fairly run. The finish of each race is photographed and if it is close, the images will be scrutinised to determine the winner. The jockeys are weighed again, and if the stewards are satisfied, the announcement ‘weighed in’ will be given. Winning bets are then paid out. If a stewards’ enquiry is announced, there will be a delay until it has been completed and one of the following announcements will be given:


	‘Result stands’: the race was fairly run.

	‘Amended result’: the rules have been broken.

	‘Race void’: the stakes will be refunded to the punters.



BOOKMAKERS AND THE TOTE

In the silver ring and tattersalls the bookmakers cater for low-staking punters. Rails bookmakers are located in the rail that separates the tattersalls and the members’ enclosure. They cater for high-staking punters, simply making a note of all bets placed. The range of bets offered by bookmakers is limited mostly to win and each-way.

Betting on the tote is a system where the total of the bets on a race are divided among those betting on the winner. This system is independent from bookmakers and any bets placed with bookmakers do not affect the winnings paid. At the racecourse a large board shows the number of bets placed on each runner, the total value of the bets and the payouts. If you have bet on a horse to win and it comes in first, you will have a share of the win pool. At the racecourse, you go to the tote or pari-mutuel counter and tell the member of staff the number of the horse you have selected, the type of bet you want and how much you want to stake. The advantage of betting on the tote is that you can bet for small stakes. The disadvantage with betting on the tote is that you do not know what your winnings will be.


10: Only got ten minutes?

Understanding the odds or prices is crucial to betting on horse racing. They provide an indication of your potential winnings and whether or not making a bet is worthwhile.

There is a huge variety of odds and prices and a lot of terms used to describe the odds. Sometimes you may take a price but conditions determine that this price is altered. The occurrence of dead heats, withdrawn horses and joint favourites may result in a lower payout than expected.

When you place a bet, you will see that there are prices (odds) quoted for the runners. These prices are made up of two numbers with a slash between, e.g. 5/4, 11/8. These prices are a ratio telling you what you will win for a particular stake. The amount on the left of the price is what you will win if you bet the amount on the right. The money bet is called the stake. If you win, your stake is refunded, e.g. if the price quoted is 6/1, you will win £6 for every £1 staked. Your stake is also refunded. If you bet £5 on a horse at 6/1, your returns will be (6 ×£5) +£5 = £35.

Even though you may have taken a price, the odds at which your bet is settled may be adjusted if certain conditions apply, e.g.


	Non-runners – a horse that does not take part in the race. A horse may be withdrawn any time up to the off. If you bet on a non-runner on the day of the race, your stake will be refunded. If, however, you bet ante-post (before the day of the race), you will lose your stake.

	Withdrawn horses – after a book has been made on a race, a horse may be withdrawn. This will mean that the prices offered on the race will be incorrect, as they would have been worked out including the withdrawn horse. The bookmakers are therefore allowed to make an adjustment to the prices, called a ‘rule 4 deduction’ (R4).

	Each-way bets – withdrawn horses can also affect the odds paid and the number of places paid for each-way bets. If when you placed your bet there were eight runners, you would expect to be paid if your horse came third. However, if a horse is withdrawn, the third placed horse no longer counts, as there will only be seven runners. You will only be paid if your horse is first or second.

	Dead heats – occasionally, two horses or more are declared the winner. This is a dead heat. When a horse dead heats for first place, the returns are halved. If there are three horses in the dead heat, then the returns are divided by three.



Betting shops offer different types of prices and bets. They operate in a similar way to bookmakers by offering prices at fixed odds. Some of their prices are determined by what the on-course bookmakers are offering. Other prices are decided by the betting shops themselves. Types of price include:

 


	Ante-post prices – when a bet is placed before the day of the event it is called an ‘ante-post’ bet. For major races like the Grand National, prices are available many months before they are run. The prices are normally more favourable than those offered on the day of the event. However, if your runner is withdrawn from the race, your stake is automatically lost. Although ante-post betting has its risks, such as horses being withdrawn, the benefit of the higher prices is usually advantageous to the punter.

	Early morning prices – most betting shops offer prices on races as soon as they open for business. These are usually on the handicap races but some may give prices on all the races. These prices are quite often advertised in the sporting press.

	Starting prices – or ‘SP’ are an average of the prices that a sample of on-course bookmakers are offering at the start of the race, as agreed by the starting price executive. The starting price executive is made up of three major media companies, the Press Association, Trinity Mirror and Satellite Information Services. When the results of the races are published in the press, the starting prices will be quoted.



Ten minutes before the race starts the average prices will be passed from the bookmakers at the racecourse to betting shops. Once this information is received early morning prices can no longer be taken. Board prices will alter as money is bet. Each new set of prices that is transmitted is called a show. The first set of prices transmitted is called the first show. As the start of the race approaches prices will change. If you have taken an early price or ante-post price, then your bet will be settled at the odds taken, regardless of the starting price. If you do not take any of the prices previously mentioned, then your bet will be settled at the starting price.

The factors to consider when picking a winning horse are as follows:

 


	Pedigree – it is possible to trace the pedigree of a race horse back for hundreds of years. Horses are carefully bred to bring out characteristics that make good runners. Horses with good racing records are sent to stud in order to propagate those characteristics in future generations. However, the breeding of these characteristics is not an exact science. It tends to be used as a tool for finding winners where the horses have not run before.

	Previous performance – once the horse has run, you have a clearer indication of its potential. Information about how the horse has performed in previous races is known as ‘form’. As the season progresses, you will have a better indication of how the horses are performing.

	Horses’ speed – the speed that a horse can run is by far the clearest indication of how likely it is to win. No matter how good the jockey, the trainer or the condition of the ground, if a horse is not fast it is unlikely to win. Assessing the speed is not a simple matter. Factors such as the amount of weight carried and the going all affect a horse’s speed.

	Distance of the race – most horses have an optimum distance over which they perform well. Some are sprinters while others have stamina to cope with longer distances. If a horse is entered for a distance that it has never run before, its previous performance can provide some indication as to how well it will fare.

	Change of class – the grade of race may have an effect on the outcome of a race, e.g. if a horse performs particularly well in a Class 2 race, it may be entered for a Class 1 race. Since Class 1 races attract the best horses, it will be up against much stronger opposition. Avoid betting on horses that have moved up a class, wait for them to prove themselves.

	Runners’ experience – a horse’s experience can be particularly important over jumps. A horse that has only recently been trained to jump is more likely to fall. Flat races where the horses start in stalls can cause problems. Experienced horses are more used to the stalls and less likely to be nervous.

	Condition of the ground (‘the going’) – the going is classified from the fastest to the slowest conditions as follows:

	hard

	firm

	good to firm

	good

	good to soft

	soft/yielding

	heavy.




	Weather conditions – ground that started out as good can easily become heavy after a huge downpour. Some horses fare better than others depending on the weather conditions. Hot weather has an adverse effect on bigger horses.

	The course – in Great Britain all courses are different and this can have an effect on how well a horse runs.

	Condition of the horse – some horses have injury problems that make their performance unreliable. Keep up to date with the news to highlight any horses that are not entirely fit.

	The owner – some owners have a particularly good reputation for spotting and buying good-quality horses with the potential to win races.

	The trainer – some trainers have a good reputation for bringing out the very best in a horse.

	The jockey – over shorter distances the jockey is less crucial. With longer distances, experienced jockeys will generally fare better as tactics play a part in the outcome.




Introduction

You may already be betting on horse racing or have decided that you would like to have a bet. Many forms of gambling rely on pure luck. Horse racing differs. It is possible for a gambler to assess the runners in a race and to use his skill and judgement to predict the winner.

Many people gamble on horse racing with varying degrees of success. Some win money but a lot lose. Many of the losses could be avoided as they are often incurred owing to a lack of knowledge about horse racing and betting. Too many people rely on luck instead of skill.

Back a Winning Horse is a course of self-study that will help you to identify the factors that you need to consider when gambling on horse racing. It will help you to make better decisions based on the way that the industry works.

This book aims to teach you how to get better value. When you are gambling on horse racing you need to overcome the bookmaker’s advantage. You will be shown how profitable the various bets are so that you can make an informed choice about those that are worth playing. You are also taught how to get the best price.

You are made aware of the ways in which bookmakers try to get you to spend more money. Advice is given on where to gamble. The dangers involved with betting illegally are highlighted.

By the end of the book you will be a more informed gambler with a better understanding of the subject and, it is to be hoped, a winner instead of a loser.

Good luck!


1

Horse racing

In this chapter you will learn:


	about the origins of horse racing

	about the organization of horse racing

	about racing around the world.



Origins of horse racing

Horse racing is a sport where two or more specially bred horses are raced around a track across a predetermined distance for a prize. It has existed for thousands of years, virtually since horses were first tamed and ridden. Chariot racing, the forerunner of harness racing, was probably the earliest form of the sport and was particularly popular in Ancient Greece and Rome. The first recorded mounted races were run in Ancient Greece.

Modern horse racing originated in England during the 12th century with the importation of Arab stallions. These horses, valued for their speed and stamina, were bred with English mares to produce racehorses. For the aristocracy, racing horses was a popular pastime. Early races were matches (two-horse races) for private bets. The competitors would race across country. Often church towers would be used as landmarks to denote the start and finish of a race. This led to the term steeplechase, which is still used today for jump races. In 1174 the Smithfield Track opened in London. Races were also held at fairs across the country.

Horse racing is known as the sport of kings. This title dates back to the time of King Charles II and stems from his interest in breeding and racing horses. This royal connection with horse racing continues today with Queen Elizabeth II who has a keen interest in the breeding and racing of horses.

During the 1700s racecourses opened all over England and transformed horse racing into a
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	There are different types of racing including flat racing, national hunt and harness racing.



	Thoroughbred horses compete in flat and national hunt racing.



	Standardbred horses compete in harness racing.



	The British classics are the 2000 Guineas, 1000 Guineas, the Derby and the Oaks. The US classics are the Belmont Stakes, the Preakness Stakes and the Kentucky Derby.



	British races are graded into seven classes with Class 1 being the highest and 7 the lowest.



	US races are divided into groups denoted by roman numerals. Group I races are the highest and Group III the lowest.



	Harness races are grouped as A, B and C with Group A races the highest and Group C the lowest.



	British horses are rated on a scale of 0 to 140, the latter being the highest.



	A handicap is a race where the chances of all the competitors winning are evened out by handicapping them with extra weight.



	The horses can be identified by the numbers on their saddlecloths which correspond to the race card number.
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