
How easy is it to pick a horse
on which to wager? 

Try this:
· Number a slip of paper for

each horse in a race.
· Place the numbers in a hat.
· Close your eyes and pick

one.
· Place your bet on that horse.
Congratulations! You're a

handicapper. 
You'd be surprised how many

people use a method like this to
pick winners. If you leave your
bet entirely to chance, you're as likely to
hit a winner as not, even without knowing
anything about horses. Betting horses can
be that simple.

You don't have to use slips of paper. You
can throw darts or draw straws. Try
numerology or your lucky number. The
favorite of our betting guide, Bob T. Nag,
is to count the stars and divide by your
age, or bet the horse's name that appeals
to you most, or your favorite color. Picking
horses at random can be fun, and it can
produce winners. Or you can try and
improve your chances by using these
tools:
INTUITION

Sometimes you're feeling lucky. Go for
it! There's no way to predict the odds of
success by this method. It's up to you and
your lucky stars.

Want better odds? Move on.
PICK THE FAVORITES

About one of every three races is won
by 'the favorite.' This is the horse on
which the crowd bets the most money. By
simply betting on favorites, Bob says you
increase your odds of picking winners.
Eighty to 90 horses will race in nine or 10
races each night, and there's only one
favorite per race. Just knowing this gives
you an advantage and should help you to
pick about three winners a night. This is
the easy method. To single out the six or

seven winning horses in an
evening that are not favorites,
you'll need further study, a hot
tip, or a nod from Lady Luck.
ASK THE EXPERTS

If you don't want to study
the horses yourself, there are
plenty of folks willing to give
you a little advice—for a price.
It's only natural that the more
an expert studies the horses
and drivers, the truer the tips
will run.

Bob recommends the tip
sheets sold by hawkers as you enter each
track, or to look in your local newspaper
for tips. You may want to do some figuring
of your own.

Good books, such as Jerry Connor's
Handicapping Beyond the Basics, as well

as the USTA Web
site’s handicapping
section could help,
as might the publi-
cations on harness
racing found
through the USTA.
Or hang out and lis-
ten to the locals.

Obviously, the
more you know and learn, the more suc-
cess you might expect to have at the bet-
tingwindows.
HOW DO YOU HANDICAP A RACE?

Although it may seem difficult at first,
handicapping need not be a long and
involved process. The first step is to pur-
chase a daily program and look at each
horse's past performance record. All the
information you'll need is right there:
where they raced, their times, who drove
them and how they finished. Of course,
none of this information will make any
sense unless you read the page of the
program that explains "How to Read The
Program." Soon the numbers and the
symbols will be easy to understand.

WANNA MAKE A BET?

BOB T. NAG



Here is a horse from a claim-
ing race at The Meadowlands.
Let's break it down.

1. This is the horse's pro-
gram number. Bet a horse
based on this number. 

2. The color of the horse's
saddlecloth number. 

3. The morning-line odds for
the horse.

4. Little Steven is the name
of the horse. 

5. Horse's color, sex, age,
sire, dam and sire of dam.

6. The driver. The numbers
that follow are his weight,
birthdate and racing colors,
and his record of first, second,
third and average.

7. The owner of this horse
and where he lives.

8. The trainer.
9. “L” means he races on

Lasix
10. The horses fastest win-

ning time during the past two
recent seasons, and where the
marks were taken.

11. The horse's record of
firsts, seconds and third, and
earnings, in the past two sea-
sons.

12. The horse's fastest life-
time mark.

13. The date and site of last
eight races.

14. The race number, purse
and track condition.

15. The class of the race.
16. The size of the track,

and times of the race at the
quarter, half, three quarters
and finish, with lengths away
the horse was from the leader.

17. The horse's position at
the start, quarter, half, three-

quarters and finish.
18. The horse's final quarter

and personal time for the race.
18a. “L” Means he raced

each of his past races on Lasix
19. The odds at post-time

(NB means non-betting).
20. Driver.
21. Comments about the

horse’s performance.
22 Number of starters and

first three finishers. 
23. Temperature at time of

race.
24. Race number.
25. Type of race and color of

warm-up saddle cloths.
26. Special wagering avail-

able this race.
27. Conditions of

race—horse must fit conditions
to be eligible.

28. Purse and date of race.
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TRACK SIZES
H Half Mile 
F 5/8 Mile 
M One Mile 
S 3/4 Mile 
Z 1-1/4 Mile 
MEDICATION 
B Bute 
L Lasix 
RESULTS CODES
O Parked Out
X Break
AC Accident
BD Broke Down

BE Broken equipment
BL Bled
CH Choked
DH Dead heat
DNF Did not finish
DQ Disqualified
EX Equipment break
FL Fell
FOG Fog
I Interference
IHR Inside hubrail
IJ Injured
IM Impedence
NR Not reported

P Placed
PU Pulled up
RCL Recall
REF Refused
RN Rain
SCR Scratched
SK Sick
TRACK CONDITION 
FT Fast
GD Good
SY Sloppy
SL Slow
MY Muddy
SN Snow 

DOLLAR ODDS  
NB Non-Betting 
NR Not Reported 
BAR Barred in Betting 
E Stable Entry 
F Field Entry 
* Track Favorite 
STRETCH & FINISH LENGTH
DIS Distanced 
Q 1/4 Length 
H 1/2 Length 
T 3/4 Length 
HD Head 
NS Nose 
NK Neck

COMMON PROGRAM ABBREVIATIONS
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9



Now that you understand the program,
Bob recommends a few things to look for:
THE DRIVER FACTOR

Drivers, much as other
athletes, possess varying
amounts of ability. Anyone in
the sport knows that Luc
Ouellette is among harness
racing's greatest drivers, and
many people bet the horses
he drives just for that rea-
son. 

The top drivers are easy to spot.
Besides being listed among the leaders in
the standings in the program, these are
the reinsmen who are in the winner's cir-
cle the most often. They know how to best
plan out a race, and know how and when
to get their horse to give his all.
Racetracks keep track of how a driver is
doing for you. 

Right next to his name, they list his sta-
tistics at this track. For example, near a
horse Ouellette drives, you might see
some thing like this:

LUC OUELLETTE (155) (07/22/65)
red-blk-wht (1269-261-194-161-.333)

This says Ouellette, who weighs 155
pounds and was born July 17, 1965, wears
red, black and white colors. At this meet
he has driven in 1,269 races, winning 261
of them, finishing second 194 times and
finishing third 161 times. His "Universal
Driver Rating," a number calculated like a
batting average, is .333. Any number over
.300 is considered excellent.

Check the drivers in the race you're

handicapping; find the horses being driven
by drivers whose average is .300 and
make note of them.
THE CONSISTENCY FACTOR

Consistency is perhaps the most out-
standing characteristic of the harness
horse. Good horses are able to perform
well week after week. Here in our pro-
gram, we keep track of that, too. 

In the upper left-hand portion of each
horse's past performances, we list the
track where he won his fastest mile of the
year (and its size—5/8 of a mile, 1/2-mile
etc.), the time of the fastest winning mile
of the year, number of starts, wins, sec-
onds, thirds, and money won for this year
and last. When Moni Maker raced in the
1998 Nat Ray, hers looked like this:

The top line says that at The
Meadowlands, a one-mile track, Moni
Maker won in 1:52.3 in 1998. In the same
year she has 12 starts, seven victories,
three seconds and two thirds, for earnings
of $869,918. In 1997 she took a 1:52.2
mark at The Meadowlands. During the
year she raced 19 times, with nine victo-
ries, five seconds and three thirds, and
won $942,999. 

If a horse has been 1-2-3 at least half
of the time this year, that is the mark of a
consistently strong horse. 

Bob says to take note of that horse.
Also take note if he's won at least one-
third of his races this year. 

Remember, picking a horse that breaks

M1 1:52.3 1998 12 7 3 2  $869,918
M1 1:52.2 1997 19 9 5 3  $942,999

Conditioned Race:
A race where eligibility is based on age,
sex, money won or races won.
Claiming Race:
A race where any of the entrants may be
claimed (purchased) for a specified
amount.
Invitational, Preferred or Open:
A race for the fastest horses on the

grounds. In Invitational and Preferred
events, the racing secretary invites the top
horses he wants for a particular race.
Breeders and Sires Stakes:
A race where horses are nominated to

compete a year before the year of racing.
The owners pay a nominating fee, along
with a series of regular payments, to keep
the horse eligible. 

HOW ARE THE RACES CLASSIFIED?

LUC OUELLETTE



stride often could be risky. Breaks are
noted in the program with an "X" in the
section marking the horse's position during
the race. 
THE CLASS FACTOR

Class, as the term is applied to horses,
comes from one thing and one thing only:
horses who can go faster and earn more
money are said to be "classy." Better hors-
es race for more money. That's why some
races have higher purses. Thus, the purse
will be our key to class. The purse for each
race is shown on each past performance
line.

If tonight's purse is less than what a
horse raced for last time, he's "dropping"
in class; conversely, if the purse tonight is
greater than he raced for last time, he's
"moving up" in class. 

Horses dropping in class have an advan-
tage, so Bob says to find those horses in
the program and add them to your list of
ones to watch. 
THE POST POSITION FACTOR

While it's true that "It's not where you
start, but where you finish" applies to har-
ness racing, post position is of great
importance. 

Horses starting from the inside simply
have less distance to travel. The key to
post positions is identifying the horses who
will benefit from being inside. Pay atten-
tion to horses in posts one through five,
and Bob says to pay special attention to
the horses in posts one through five
(inside post positions) who had been in
higher post positions (six, seven, etc.) in
their last start—they're going to have an
easier time of it!
THE TIME FACTOR

Since almost all harness races are con-
ducted at a distance of one mile,
Standardbreds can be compared by time.
However, it is important to remember that
there are many other factors involved,
such as post position, the particular track
and its condition, and whether the horse
stayed on stride for the entire trip. 

Just because a horse won in 1:58 last

week, he may have raced against classier
(and thus faster) horses. In general,
though, a horse who recently won a mile
race in 1:58 should post a similar time
tonight. 

Bob says it will help your handicapping to
identify the three horses that posted the
fastest final times in their most recent races. 
THE FORM FACTOR

Sharpness or current form is a term
used to describe how well a horse has
been performing. 

Watch the past performance records for
trends. A horse that once was a star on
the local circuit may show a series of poor
outings. He may be worn out. On the
other hand, a horse on the rise may be
able to handle competition that was once
far out of his reach. 

Sharpness can also be spotted on the
track. Signs that a horse is indeed one to
keep an eye on include his ability to over-
come racing on the outside (a "parked
out" trip), the skill to survive a tough bat-
tle on the lead, and the making up of
much ground in the stretch.

The parked-out symbol (°), which
appears in the program when a horse
raced "outside" (with other horses
between him and the rail), might tell us
even more. Such parked-out symbols,
especially where they appear in winning or
close efforts, are mighty signs of fitness. 

Horses who were parked-out in their
last race, if they won or were within a
length of the winner at the finish, may put
forth a better showing next time.
SUMMING UP

It's that simple. After identifying these
factors, it should be obvious that we'll
want to bet on the horse who passes the
majority of these "tests." After devoting a
few moments to the most important hand-
icapping factors, we've learned a lot.

Soon, you'll become more familiar with
the horses and drivers; come to know
more about the importance of the factors
at your track; and be able to better figure
times and class.



After you make your selection, go to any
betting window to place your wager. Here's
the usual method of stating your bet:

Give the AMOUNT of the wager ($2
minimum), the TYPE of bet, and the NUM-
BER or numbers of your selections. For
example- $3 to win on number 5; $6 to
show on number 7; $4 exacta, 3-2.

Remember, if you are betting a race
simulcasted to your track, start off your
wager by saying which track you are play-
ing and the race number (For example, “In
the fifth at The Meadows, I’ll take $5 to win
on number 2.”)! And ALWAYS check your
tickets before leaving the window. Even the
best mutuel clerk can make a mistake.

Here is a quick look at types of bets.
Win: Collect if your horse finished 1st.
Place: Collect if your horse finishes 1st or

2nd.
Show: Collect if your horse finishes 1st,

2nd or 3rd.
Daily Double: Collect if you select the

winners of two consecutive specified races.
Exacta: Collect if you select the first two

finishers in exact order.
Trifecta: Collect if you select the first

three finishers in exact order.
Pick Six: Collect if you pick the winners

of the six designated races included in the
"Pick Six" program. You may win a conso-
lation prize for selecting winners in five of
the six designated races.

The best part: Ca$hing in!
If your horses came in—if you're a WIN-

NER—you can take your ticket to any
mutuel window. You can collect all of your
winnings, and you can even bet some of
your money back on the next race or future
races. Hand your ticket back to the cashier
and he or she will provide the payout. 
UNDERSTANDING THE ODDS

On the infield tote board, you will see
the "win" odds for each horse in the race.
These are updated frequently—every 45
seconds—to reflect the amount of money
wagered on each horse in relation to all

money wagered in the entire win pool.
That section of the tote board might look

something like this:

If you see a single number next to your
horse on the odds board, for example,"5,"
then the horse is 5 to 1. This means that,
for every dollar wagered on that horse to
win, the winning ticket holder would win
about $5 and receive about $6 back. (Don't
forget, you always get the amount of your
bet back!)

So, for a $2 winning ticket on a 5 to 1
horse, you would receive about $12. ($5 +
$5 + your $2 bet = $12.) 

Sometimes, when a horse is below the
odds of 5 to 1, you might see two numbers
with a "-" between them. The odds of 9-2
or 8-5 are typical examples. In the case of
9-2 odds, this means that, for every $2
bet, you would win about $9 and get $11
back (maybe some change, too).

To figure out your approximate payoff
when the odds are 9-2, 7-2, 5-2,3-2 or 1-
2, simply add the two numbers and you'll
know your $2 payoff.

When a horse is under 2-1, you will
most likely see a further refinement in
odds-examples are 9-5 and 8-5, among
others. 

Using 8-5 as an example, this means
that, for every $5 bet, one would win
about $8 and get $13 back. For a $2 bet
on a horse that is 8-5, the winner would
receive about $5.20. 

Once in a great while, you will see odds
of 1-9 on the odds board. That is the low-
est price a horse can appear on the tote
board, although in actuality his price may
be even lower., Similarly, when you see a
horse at odds of "99," it means that the
odds are 99 to 1 OR HIGHER. There aren't
enough spaces on the tote board to go
higher than "99." 

WHAT TO SAY AT THE BETTING WINDOW

1 20 2 7 3 5-2

7 9-2 8 6-5 9 7-2
4 11 5 5 6 70



WHAT NOW?
Remember, picking a winner in

each race is like solving a puzzle.
What's the reward for all the hard

work leading to our solution? A
visit to the cashier!

Now there's only one thing left
to do: Head out to the tracks and

start picking winners! 
Bob and the USTA wish you the

best of luck!

For more information on harness racing,
contact the U.S. Trotting Association at

(614) 224-2291,
or visit our Web site at
www.ustrotting.com.




