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News from Thoroughbred Racing 
Handicapping Tournaments 

 
I recently participated in the spring edition of the Orleans Handicapping Challenge along with nine other 
HTR users.  As a group, our results were excellent with almost all of us finishing in the top 150 from a 
group of 708 very determined handicappers.  Rich Gabby Armstrong from Dallas was our best finisher 
with a 22nd place showing and a nice chunk of prize money.  The Orleans (Orleans Hotel in Las Vegas) 
tournament is the biggest and most hotly contested event of it’s kind in America.  The NTRA / DRF tour-
nament final did not even top the first prize money of this affair with over $130,000 going to the winner 
of the Orleans contest after three days of play.   
 
The Orleans tournament has a $500 contest admission fee.  Many individuals buy two or more entries as 
well as syndicates or teams of players that have six or more entries with all prize money being split 
equally among the investors in the group.  Multiple entry enhances the chances of success immensely and 
the majority of big winners come from groups that play the tourneys regularly.  Beginners, novices and 
inexperienced horseplayers rarely stand a chance. 
 
Handicapping contests require the player to focus on hitting longshot winners.  Amazingly, not all the 
contestants seem to understand this.  It becomes almost impossible to win these tournaments by playing 
low or medium priced winners (under $15) because the win percentage required would have to be extraor-
dinarily high to match the point totals of those that scored with big-priced horses.  The Orleans Tourna-
ment rules require each entrant to play twelve races per day for three days - players choose from eight 
major tracks – with a theoretical $100 to win on each horse - no place or show or exotic wagers.  There is 
a 20/1 odds limit rule that prevents someone from hitting a 99/1 shot and winning the whole contest on 
one lucky bet.  Let’s take a look at the logistics of handicapping contests -- 
 
§ Actual Orleans tournament winner had 9,200 points after three days.  He picked just six winners in 36 

tries (17%).  He had at least one winner each of the three days. 
 
§ Assuming all $8 mutuels (400 points per winner) you would have to successfully catch 23 winners in 

the 36 races to win the contest.  That is a win rate of nearly 64%, and an impossible goal to achieve 
for the best handicapper on earth.  A more likely scenario would find the top player with two or three 
20/1 scores (2000 points each) and a few winning selections in the 10/1 to 15/1 range (1000 to 1500 
points). 

 
§ There are daily prizes.  A typical winner of the daily prize ($3,500) would have about 5,000 points.  

Often the winner of the overall tournament does not even win a single daily prize and averages about 
3,000 points per day.  Very few of the overall big-prize winners are shutout on any one of the three 
days.  This is one of the keys to winning, because the vast majority of tournament participants will 
blank on one or more three days.  There were more than 100 handicappers - including some very 
good ones - who did not win a single contest wager over the three-day period.   

 
§ The atmosphere of the tournaments is not conducive to serious handicapping.  It is crowded, noisy 

and very spirited among the players.  Food, drink and attractive cocktail waitresses are plentiful.  
There are televisions simulcasting seven tracks at once.  The regular racebook is somber compared to 
the tournament environment, and it is easy to make mistakes and become sidetracked.  The successful 
players are those that have done their homework and organized themselves well in advance of the ac-
tual contest.  Quiet analysis of the day’s card must be done in the privacy of the hotel room the night 
before.  Sleep comes at a premium.  
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Handicapping Contests….continued 
 

§ Organization of the contest materials is so crucial during the busy day that many thousands of dollars 
are lost by players that filled out their slips wrong, lost track of post-time or bet all their daily slips 
before a their best longshots won late in the day.  Those with mult iple entries have to be particularly 
mindful of getting the right horses on the correct entry number and confusion is common.  Some 
tournament teams are so serious about winning, they have people working with them who have the 
sole job of keeping track of the paperwork, post-times and bet organization. 

  
§ I observed many contest players that were frustrated with the need to hit multiple longshots in lieu of 

solid higher percentage handicapping.  The personality of the handicapper is an important considera-
tion before entering one of these tournaments.  Good handicappers that specialize in conserva-
tive/high percentage/low odds horses are going to find the going tough in the contest because it is 
nearly impossible to hit the high percentage of winners required to overcome those have hit the high 
priced horses.   

 

Tournament Tips 
 

My guide to the tournament wars is HTR devotee Tommy Castillo from Dallas.  His experience 
has been invaluable in the writing of this article and giving you the low-down on what it takes to 
win these things.  Contests of all types, big and small are becoming more popular and everyone 
reading this ought to take a shot at one of the local DRF/NTRA contests which could eventually 
send you on a free trip to Vegas with a chance at huge prize.  HTR software has all the tools you 
need to find those big overlays and longshots that win contests. 
 
1. Don’t waste any contest wagers on horses below 9/1.  Even if you hit several 4/1 winners, 

many others will have scored with horses at 12/1 or more and easily surpassed your total.  
Remember that several in the tournament will have a wager on virtually every horse that pays 
above $20.  When a 50/1 shot hits, you will be surprised at how many folks have it. 

 
2. Prepare and plan for the contest ahead of time.  Get software, laptop and download working 

before you leave home.  Know what tracks are available at the contest and study the track 
bias before you arrive.  

 

3. Arrive early and reserve a good table.  Organize the contest materials and be sure you under-
stand all the rules.  Pay attention to the post times and the time needed to get up and make the 
contest wager.  Getting shut out of a pricey winner is psychologically devastating.  Dumb 
mistakes cannot be made up in a short contest as they can with regular wagering.  

 

4. Pace the contest wagers so that you have a several remaining chances by the end of the day.  
If all the chalk have been scoring at the eastern tracks, then many players will have been 
wiped out before the mid-west races are finished and before the California tracks get going.  
By playing the snake in the grass and waiting for late opportunities, you can judge the flow 
of the contest, recognize the likely point total needed to stay in contention and play accord-
ingly.   
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News for HTR Users 
HTR Information Web Site Outage 

 

Our information web site at  www.homebased2.com/km  took a dive for several days during late 
March and was completely inactive.  The Internet server had apparently tried to install a new op-
erating system and crashed everything without any warning or explanation.  Rick Bush, our HTR 
web designer, did a tremendous job of putting things back together for us.  We did lose the dis-
cussion group messages, but all other aspects of the web-site were reproduced intact.  The dis-
cussion board became quickly active again and we thank of all of you that participate in the in-
teresting dialog.  Rick reports that there are well over one hundred hits per day on the discussion 
board.  When you leave a message, the audience is much wider than it appears.  We get compli-
mentary email all the time from non-HTR-readers that tell us how much they appreciate the qua l-
ity and content of our board.   

 

HTR Las Vegas Seminar 2000 
 
Below is a repeat of last month’s information about our Las Vegas seminar.  Now is the time to 
act and get your room and transportation reserved for the event.  The topics at the seminar will 
be wide and very interesting – including exacta/trifecta strategies from Tom Walters and data 
manipulation and analysis from Don Nadermann.  If you are definite to attend, please email or 
call my voicemail, we need to know the approximate number of handout materials to print before 
we leave.  We are a laptop friendly seminar.  Your horseplayer friends and spouses are welcome 
too.   
 
Our fifth annual HTR handicapping seminar will be held at the Stardust Hotel in Las Vegas from June 16 
through June 18 (Fri, Sat, Sun).  The seminar is free to all.  HTR members receive a special complimen-
tary buffet dinner on Friday night.  The Friday night get-together is an exclusive for HTR subscribers and 
the seminar that evening will be devoted to advanced usage of HTR software for profitable handicapping.  
Spouses and friends are welcome to attend.  The Saturday events are open to the public and the presenta-
tions are designed for all handicappers.  The best part about attending our seminar is the rapport that takes 
place between the HTR members as we all learn new ideas and creative approaches to handicapping from 
each other.  On Sunday we spend all day in the Stardust racebook, betting the horses and chatting.   
 
Complete details on the schedule of speakers and itinerary will available in the April newsletter.  Please 
reserve early if you plan on attending (it is Fathers Day weekend).  The Stardust has set aside a limited 
number of rooms for HTR members that will be available for a $30/night fee on the weekend of the semi-
nar.  Call 1-800-834-6757 and tell them you are reserving for “HTR2000”.  You are not required to stay 
at the Stardust to attend the seminar.  If you plan on coming before Friday, or staying past Sunday at the 
Stardust, please tell the reservation clerk when you call but you will be charged the regular room rate on 
the additional nights.  The seminar is always a tremendous learning experience for our members each year 
– hope to see you in Las Vegas! 
 

Software upgrades. 
 

Read the last page of this newsletter for more update information.  The HTR4MSA export pro-
gram has been improved dramatically and is available now.  You can export important data di-
rectly from the result charts to the comma-delimited text files and run impressive statistical que-
ries in MS Access on all aspects of HTR.  We are the only service that provides such a generous 
opportunity to test the all of software output for viability.  Please realize that we cannot offer 
technical support for Microsoft database software and file manipulation. 
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Systems and Angles 
Cheap Claiming Races 

 

This month, we’ll look at many of the angles surrounding cheap (non-maiden) claiming races 
and test large samples of these events using the important factors from HTR.  Let’s define what a 
cheap claiming race is for the sake of this report – non-maiden races that are have a claim-
ing tag of $10,000 or less.  Races restricted to 3yr or 2yr are not considered here.  
Three-year- olds are often eligible to compete with the older runners in open claimers, 
so they are included in the study if the race is has conditions for 3yr olds and up. 
 
You won’t find any of these bottom claimers carded at Keeneland, Saratoga or Belmont these 
days, yet they are still prominent in California and Florida, and they are the backbone of most 
racing circuits throughout the United States.  Consider the following points about low level 
claiming races. 
 
q As a rule of thumb, the purses for claiming races 10k and below approximate the claiming 

price.  The winners share is about 55% of the total purse.  It costs between $1000 and $3000 
per month to keep a thoroughbred in training, depending on locale, stable accommodations, 
vet bills and so on. The cheap older claiming horses are competing for the absolute lowest 
purses on the grounds.  Racetracks reserve their bulk of their prize money for stakes events 
and races for young horses of high potential.  When you look at the yearly earnings for most 
of the cheaper horses, a small percentage actually earn their keep through purse winnings.  
So how and why do the owners and trainers keep them going?  Here is a list of possibilities. 

 
1. They accept the losses in stride as part of the fun of owning thoroughbreds – NOT!  The top stables 

and owners (the ones that can afford losses) do not even keep horses of this caliber in their barns.  
The smaller outfits need to eat like everyone else, losing gobs of money on horses with no potential is 
not acceptable to a barn that wants to remain in business very long. 

 
2. They play the claiming game and profit from horses bought and sold through the claiming box.  No 

question, some trainers are masters of the claim box and make money by buying (claiming) bargain 
horses, fixing them up and racing them for higher prices.  These same trainers are also good at dump-
ing damaged goods – dropping a horse in price that is unsound and some poor sucker takes it off their 
hands before the poor animal becomes glue.  Or they bluff a big drop in class and win the race for 
fun, acquiring an easy purse and holding on to the horse.  That is why this is called the claiming 
game.  There must be a buyer and seller for every transaction though, so clearly not everyone can be 
making out.  In fact, only a few extra sharp conditioners actually profit consistently from such she-
nanigans.  All this complicates the handicapping process considerably for us though. 

 
3. They are cashing bets at opportune times.  Now we are getting to the heart of the matter!  Not to im-

ply that these races are fixed or manipulated – unlikely - and most trainers wouldn’t dare share infor-
mation on their horses with rival conditioners.  However, profits from purses and claiming transac-
tions are limited in the low-rent district, so the connections that hold onto the old, the injured and the 
slow thoroughbreds need to have some incentive to keep going.  They must be making their money 
the old-fashioned way at the track – gambling.  Connections that deal with cheaper stock really have 
no other option than to try to cash a bet based on their backstretch / inside knowledge of the competi-
tion and the physical state of their horse.  When the trifectas are typically paying more than the win-
ner’s share of the purse, don’t be naive about the fact that owners, trainers and stable workers like the 
things that money can buy too. 
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Cheap Claimers … continued 
 

q Many of the runners participating in cheap claimers are physically unsound.  Almost all are 
using legal drugs and some are getting illegal medications.  Hours of studious handicapping 
can be worthless if your selection is suffering from an ailment or pain.  Past-performances 
mean little if a thoroughbred is experiencing leg and ankle problems or suffering arthritic 
pain in the back and shoulders.  All race entrants are spot- inspected by the track veterinarian 
for soundness prior to the race, yet the doctor cannot talk to the horse and ask it how much 
pain or stress will be endured before tossing in the towel during battle  – or worse – if it will 
breakdown. 

 

q Younger horses (3yr olds and early 4yr olds) that are entered into low cost claiming races are 
probably still sound and healthy.  So if health is not the problem, then these youngsters have 
been dropped to the bottom because they are just plain slow, and probably timid about win-
ning.  This makes them vulnerable to veteran older runners that are battle tested and love a 
good fight despite their ailments.  Young runners may have an edge in physical health, but 
they will have trouble winning a race against a tough hard-knocking older claimer that is 
fighting for it’s very existence on the track.  The majority of older claiming males are also 
geldings which means they have little interest in things outside of racing anymore!   

 
q Older mares are equally as tough in their division as the geldings in the male races.  The gals 

in cheap claimers have obviously been passed up for broodmare duty and are racing for their 
lives as well.  Most female runners that have a fair pedigree, won a few races and are physi-
cally sound will be selected for breeding at some point in their lives.  Those that aren’t and 
remain in cheap claimers have hit the bottom of the barrel. 

 

q Finally – remember that at the bottom of the food chain, horse racing is a brutal 
sport.  The focus in the media and track publicity departments is always with the 
stakes horses and the young stars, and the runners with personality (interesting 
connections).  Yet the warriors that fill the bulk of the fields in North America, and a t-
tract the betting money into the exacta and trifecta pools everyday, that generate the 
revenue so the stakes stars can have their million dollar days on ESPN -- are the 
cheap claimers.  It is not against the law in most a reas to humanely destroy a use-
less racehorse that is unfit to run.  The law of the jungle prevails in thoroughbred 
racing - keep running competitively or become dog food.  At every track, on every 
circuit there are a few exceptionally aggressive cheap claimers that seem to under-
stand this unkind reality.  They fight and try in every race as if your exacta ticket and 
their life depended on it.   

 

In the next segment, we will test various HTR factors with the cheap claimers and find out 
what types of races and what handicapping factors are predictable and profitable.  I limited 
the study to fast dirt track races with distances between 5.5 and 9.0 furlongs.  Inexpensive 
claiming races are usually run at the standard distances and rarely on turf.  I also separated the 
data into four parts: (1) male sprinters, (2) male routers, (3) female sprinters, (4) female 
routers.  A route is any race of 1mile or further.  All races in this study were open to older 
runners.  No restricted 3yr old (only) claimers were involved in this examination.   
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Cheap Claimers   HTR Data Test 
 

I have streamlined the statistics chart this time because there are ten different factors to 
test.  For this study, each factor has a 1 + 2 ranking win percentage and then for ‘profit-
ability’ which is computed using composite ROI, average mutuel and how many long-
shots (over $19) the factor’s top two rankings hit in the sample.  Use the following index 
when looking at the profitability. 
 

$$$$$ = outstanding profit potential, many longshots and strong ROI (above 1.00). 
$$$$   = good profit potential, decent ROI (0.95) and a moderate number of longshots. 
$$$     = fair profit potential, ROI about 0.90, fair number of longshots. 
$$       = poor profit potential, ROI is around 0.85 and few longshots. 
$         = zero profit potential, ROI is below 0.80 and no longshots win. 
 

Male / Low Claiming Sprinters 
 
Race Types: Non maidens claimers 10k or less 
Dist/Surf: 5.5f to 7.0f. on fast dirt.  No wet, no turf. 
No 2yr races were used. No 3yr races were used. 
Number of races examined: 4,454; all were run between Feb 1999 and Mar 2000. 
All tracks in North America were used in study.   
Number of horses that participated: 36,611, or about 8 starters per-race, average. 
 

Factor  1-2 Win Profits  
 

MLO          50.1%     $ 
 

Ev           33.4%     $$$ 
EP           36.0%     $$$ 
Lv           34.3%     $ 
VEL          42.5%     $$$ 
 

PER          42.6%     $$$ 
CLA          46.4%     $$$ 
ACL          42.3%     $$$ 
TRN          35.5%     $$$ 
 

P-SCAN       47.3%     $$ 
K rating     48.9%     $$           
HTR          48.0%     $$$          

 

Analysis 
My initial guess was that this would be the strongest test group.  Not so.  The older mail cheap 
claimers are a tough group to handicap for profits with HTR.  The favorites win at a normal 
level, but most of the handicapping factors are below their nationwide averages.  This is surpris-
ingly true for the two reliable early speed factors Ev and EP as well.  The indication here is that 
these horses are not easily handicapped through standard prediction methods due to their phys i-
cal volatility.  Caution is the key word.      
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Cheap Claimers   HTR Data Test 
 

Male / Low Claiming Routers 
 
Race Types: Non maidens claimers 10k or less 
Dist/Surf: 8.0f to 9.0f. on fast dirt.  No wet, no turf. 
No 2yr races were used. No 3yr races were used. 
Number of races examined: 2,238; all were run between Feb 1999 and Mar 2000. 
All tracks in North America were used in study.   
Number of horses that participated: 17,232 or about 8 starters per-race, average. 
 

Factor  1-2 Win Profits  
 

MLO          49.3%     $ 
 
Ev           37.4%     $$$$ 
EP           39.5%     $$$$$ 
Lv           36.8%     $$ 
VEL          44.2%     $$ 
 
PER          41.6%     $ 
CLA          48.3%     $$$$ 
ACL          43.5%     $$$$ 
TRN          37.1%     $$ 
 
P-SCAN       48.1%     $$ 
K rating     47.2%     $  
HTR          47.1%     $$$ 

 

Analysis 
Things look much better with the routers.  Class drops appear effective and early speed is the key 
to hitting longshots in the dirt routes.  Notice how poorly factors such a (K) and P-scan have 
fared with these low-end male runners.  Again, this is an indication that past-performances and 
speed figures are not reliable when physical condition is the dominant factor.  There is no way 
we can use a computer handicapping program to predict the effect of injured, sore, tired and dis-
couraged horse performance.  These types of races are best played in the exotics by combining 
logical early speed longshots, well-bet low-odds contenders along with any young and presuma-
bly healthy younger horses that may improve.      
§  
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Cheap Claimers   HTR Data Test 
 

Female / Low Claiming Sprinters 
 
Race Types: Non maidens female claimers 10k or less 
Dist/Surf: 6.0f to 7.0f. on fast dirt.  No wet, no turf. 
No 2yr races were used. No 3yr races were used. 
Number of races examined: 3,430; all were run between Feb 1999 and Mar 2000. 
All tracks in North America were used in study.   
Number of horses that participated: 27,633 or about 8 starters per-race, average. 
 

Factor  1-2 Win Profits  
 

MLO          48.1%     $ 
 
Ev           34.3%     $$$$ 
EP           36.5%     $$$$ 
Lv           32.5%     $ 
VEL          40.4%     $$$ 
 
PER          42.3%     $$ 
CLA          42.5%     $$$ 
ACL          39.9%     $$$$ 
TRN          36.1%     $$$ 
 
P-SCAN       46.7%     $$$ 
K rating     47.3%     $$  
HTR          47.0%     $$$ 

 

Analysis 
The fillies and mares provide many more predictable opportunities for longshot winners than the 
male sprinters.  Class drops, while suspicious, can produce good payoffs with a paranoid public - 
make sure the price is good – low odds droppers are terrible bets.  There is a general perception 
with the public that cheap female runners are far more volatile and difficult to handicap than 
their male counterpoints.  The data here tend to support that view to some extent and the favor-
ites appear slightly more vulnerable.  Cheap female runners are slow, slow, slow - so early speed 
pays.  Any mare with solid late running ability will have been pitched above the 10k level al-
ready.  Speaking of late speed, notice that the Lv performs very poorly in all these tests.   
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Cheap Claimers   HTR Data Test 
 

Female / Low Claiming Routers 
 
Race Types: Non maidens female claimers 10k or less 
Dist/Surf: 8.0f to 9.0f. on fast dirt.  No wet, no turf. 
No 2yr races were used. No 3yr races were used. 
Number of races examined: 1,890; all were run between Feb 1999 and Mar 2000. 
All tracks in North America were used in study.   
Number of horses that participated: 14,745 or about 8 starters per-race, average. 
 

Factor  1-2 Win Profits  
 

MLO          46.9%     $ 
 
Ev           32.9%     $$$$ 
EP           36.6%     $$$$ 
Lv           37.3%     $$ 
VEL          43.5%     $$$$$ 
 
PER          41.5%     $$ 
CLA          42.3%     $$ 
ACL          39.9%     $$$ 
TRN          34.7%     $$ 
 
P-SCAN       45.8%     $$ 
K rating     46.6%     $$  
HTR          47.2%     $$$ 

 

Analysis 
Let’s preface this commentary by noting that this is the smallest sample in the test and therefore 
the results may be the least reliable.  The route-distaff favorites won at the lowest rate of the four 
test groups.  Early speed and overall velocity are excellent price-play factors.  Class was not 
noteworthy here. 
 
Final Comments 
Many of the results were consistent with all four tests; early speed is power at these levels, late 
speed is a very poor bet.  Class drops are unpredictable but worth a longshot look.  Favorites win 
at their usual levels (about 50%, top 2) so watching the board and including the chalk in exotics 
is not out of line.  Making money with cheap claimers is a gamble and handicappers must accept 
of the fact that physical problems will ruin good betting plans more often than not.       



 
HTR Monthly Report - April 2000 

11 

Tom Walters on Longshots at Keeneland 
 

The TomCat studies Keeneland like few others.  And why not – the track is practically in 
his back yard.  Below is Tom’s low down on hitting price horses at the beautiful Lexing-
ton, Kentucky racecourse.  The spring meeting begins on April 7.  You can email your 
comments to Tom Walters at: tomcat62@home.com. 
 

The Longshot at Keeneland 
 

The longshot for this study is defined as any winner that paid more than $19 to win during the 
1999 Keeneland racing season. 
 

Total Numbers  - 65 found in data base from 350 races = 18.5% 
 
 14 were Maidens 
 17 were in Claiming Races 
 6 were in Graded races (GI) 
 18 were in Allowance races (NW!, etc) 
 10 were in Stk races 
 

Non Maidens  
 51 total longshot winners 
 Most frequent factor: (K) rank 5 = 12 wins. 
 12 K5 Longshot Winners total = $360 for $2 wager. 
 31 of the 51 came from Trainers ranked in top 5 in T/J win%. 
 14 of the 51 were dropping down in class from their previous start. 

50 of the 51 came from posts 1-7, only 1 winner came from a post higher than post 7. 
37 of the 51 occurred in 3yr old races, only 14 races showed longshots from older horses. 

 Highest Morning Line = 15/1, none higher. 
 Longshots occurred most often in Races 1 and 5 (8 each). 
 44 of the 51 finished 7 lengths or less behind in their last race. 
 19 of the 51 were marked with a star on the Tomcat Sheet. 
 5 were (*) E running style. 
 9 were going from a route race to a sprint. 
  
            A few general conclusions : 

a. Races 1 and 5 are most likely to have a longshot, 
b. And will not come from a post greater than 7,  
c. And will be from a trainer ranked in the top five. 
d. Will not have a Morning Line higher than 20-1. 
e. Will most likely be a 3yr old race. 
f. If the K-5 looks good, call me immediately! 
g. None of this is very good in Mdn races since 7 of the 14 were first time starters. 
h. Toss any horse in a dirt, non Maiden race with Morning Line odds higher than 15/1.  

 

Good luck at Keeneland 2000 ! 
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 Late News and Contact Information 
 

Software Upgrade 
 

A new and very interesting upgrade to the PRAT should be available by the time you read this 
(Tuesday April 4).  PRAT.EXE is available from our information web site software download area 
at www.homebased2.com/km.  Be sure you are downloading the April 4, 2000 version. 
 

The new edition of the PRAT has a third option that computes special velocity figure past-per-
formances.  These figures are adjusted and scaled to represent the three key velocity compo-
nents of 1st fraction, turn time, and final fraction.  This information takes the place of having to 
scrutinize fractional times, beaten lengths and feet-per-second ratings.  In addition, there is a 
total velocity figure that sums up the entire energy output of each performance.  Be sure to 
download and read the information text available with the program. 
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an HTR download customer, or prefer a printed version mailed to you, a newsletter subscription is avail-
able for a $79/year.  Comments and suggestions are always welcome. 
 
Products and services from KM Software 
 
HTR Unlimited Download: $119/mo includes the on-line edition of the newsletter. 
HTR Monthly Report newsletter:  $79 for a one year subscription mailed 1st class. 
HTR Software  FREE, requires download subscription for use. 
 Download the latest copy of HTR software from our web site. 

 
 
KM Software has been a licensed business in California since 1993. 


