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To my Francesca, who for nearly a quarter-of-a-century has said to me, “You play to win the game. Go with your gut, not against it.”

And finally, to my Milan, who believes that winning means a steak dinner and losing means pasta.


CHAPTER ONE

You Want the Money?

PEOPLE HAVE BEEN writing books on wagering for longer than I can remember. But pretty much, they have concentrated on large tracks such as Belmont, Churchill Downs, Santa Anita, Saratoga, or Del Mar. While the major tracks are great, the day-to-day “meat and potatoes” belongs to the regional tracks. And while the major tracks have been busy trying to figure out whether or not they really want to push for legislation to allow video lottery terminals (VLTs) and how much their respective state will take from the “till,” I have for the past three years profitably followed four regional tracks:

Finger Lakes Racetrack, Great Lakes Downs, Lone Star Park, and Turf Paradise—these tracks are located in four separate quadrants of the country and operate roughly between April and November, except for Turf Paradise, which operates from October through May. For the most part, this allows you to place your bets on tracks that can offer you the best racing conditions. In the past three years, there have been only four instances when I could not find a fast track in at least one of these locations across the country. But in the event that global warming affects these four I have included two additional track that you might want to look at: Tampa Bay Downs and Turfway Park.

Much of the fun of being a sports fan is testing one’s knowledge by making predictions about upcoming events. Wherever fans meet, from barrooms to boardrooms, talk inevitably turns to friendly arguments about who’s going to win “the game tonight,” “the fight next week,” “the pennant,” etc. More than occasionally, these beliefs are backed up by a wager or two.

One of the great pleasures of Thoroughbred racing is that the fan can participate right at the track by matching his hedge against all the other horses in the pari-mutuel system and wager against other fans, not against the “house.” In contrast to most card games, in which winning depends upon enough luck to beat a fixed-house percentage, winning at the track can result from forming educated opinions that are better than average. While the steady rise in pari-mutuel takeout from 15 percent to 25 percent has changed the criterion for success from “better than average” to “much better than average,” a significant number of horseplayers, relying on keen judgment instead of luck, can come out consistently ahead over weeks, months, and years.

The way these winners evaluate horse races is exactly the way opinions are formed by other kinds of experts: doctors, stockbrokers, baseball managers, lawyers, etc. The process has three stages:

1. Gathering information: Forming an expert opinion on a complex subject requires obtaining as much information as possible. A doctor wouldn’t dream of recommending major surgery after only recording a patient’s pulse rate and blood pressure. Horseplayers, on the other hand, often wager hundreds of dollars on the basis of systems that concentrate on only one or two bits of information, such as the horse’s final time in its last race or its total earnings.

2. Interpreting information: To use information properly, a person has to be taught what it means. For example, learning that a horse is wearing blinkers for the first time is meaningless if one doesn’t know what blinkers are and why they are used.

3. Weighing information: The vital and complex third stage in forming an opinion is using one’s experience to weigh the relative importance of the information one has gathered and interpreted.

The one thing that is consistent in racing is the plethora of questions that are asked and sometimes even answered. Take for example this question: Will a ten-pound-lower weight assignment, for example, allow a horse to carry its speed a furlong farther than it ever has before? Welcome to the art of weighing all such factors, which together probably determine the outcome of a race; it is called handicapping.

Unfortunately, most race-goers never learn how to play the game of handicapping. The problem is two-fold: First, they lack a large body of important information about the characteristics of horses; and second, they are confronted with an even larger body of information they can’t understand, much less evaluate: the past performance charts, results charts, etc. Since few tracks make any attempt to educate their customers, race-goers are left to try to decipher the information on their own or to accept the analysis presented by the house tout. After a few futile and frustrating attempts, most give up the task as “impossible.” Or they then revert to such methods as choice of color, lucky numbers, or other such fatalistic prognostications.

This pondering and plodding is in part the reason why the sport has such a high age factor. The fact is that today we have created a universe of instant answers. I find it ludicrous that the average student feels free to acknowledge the delusion that he or she need not learn how to spell, believing that spell check was created to do it for them.

It’s bad enough that these psychological failures leave bettors open to a large number of “easy” answers to the problem of how to bet their money. One route is to become a “chalk” player, slavishly following the opinion of the crowd by betting on favorites. Some horseplayers hearken to the conspiracy theory, scrounging for “inside” information, even following trainers and grooms to the betting windows to watch them place their wagers. Still other race-goers simply buy opinions, following the selections of newspaper handicappers, tip sheets, telephone tip services, and touts. Finally, a lot of horseplayers who still hunger to become knowledgeable about the sport succumb to the lavish ads that “guarantee” to teach successful handicapping. In exchange for their $10 to $50, they receive systems into which they’re instructed to plug information they still don’t fully understand. Buying systems is really the same as buying tip sheets, only a lot more expensive.

Good handicapping doesn’t involve relying solely on a mechanical system. Real handicappers, like physicians or financial analysts, develop a systematic approach, weighing the information they’ve gained and interpreted. Inevitably, just as football coaches have different philosophies, winning handicappers place more weight on certain nuggets of information. Speed handicappers, for example, place special emphasis on the final times of one horse versus another in a given race. While class handicappers judge a horse primarily by the company it’s keeping, pace handicappers concentrate on the horse’s time and position at various points within a series of past races.

Although the speed handicappers watch final times most heavily, they by no means ignore class, pace, distance, track conditions, weight, or any other single factor. Through experience, these handicappers have realized that the most sophisticated rating of a horse’s speed won’t help it win if it’s entered at the wrong distance, against superior class animals, or on a track it can’t handle under deteriorated conditions. Complex judgments cannot be reduced to a few simple rules or systematic manipulations.

Explaining exactly how different kinds of handicappers weigh all the factors that affect the performance of all kinds of horses in different kinds of races is a formidable task that would require many volumes. My purpose in this book is to provide the information racing fans need to become experts on their own. Accordingly, in this section, we’re going to concentrate on the first two steps involved in forming an opinion and interpreting the information available to handicappers. While we will go into some detail on handicapping procedures, we also will describe and evaluate those who offer, for a fee, to help you get to stage three—offers that range from touts and tip sheets that provide dubious opinions, to valuable texts by skilled handicappers.

There are eight things that are required in order to follow my system of race analysis:

1.   You must know your track.

2.   In order to know the track, you must have knowledge of the trainers.

3.   You must have knowledge of the jockeys.

4.   As with any form of analysis, you must have the tools necessary, i.e., Daily Racing Form, Equibase stats, etc.

5.   Unless you can be present, you need to select either a phone or online account for betting.

6.   Limit your bets to no more than five races at any given track.

7.   Select the types of wager you feel the most comfortable with. In my case, I prefer to choose exotic wagering—exacta, trifecta, and pick threes are my preference—in order to maximize an investment.

8.   Set a realistic rate of return.

I have dedicated a whole chapter to each of the six tracks, and I explain and exhibit examples of how these eight requirements have produced my own valued return on investment.
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While the eight requirements are mandatory, there are other individual idiosyncrasies: I never bet on a race that I can’t see, either on simulcast or live. Even when you lose, you can still learn. You will find that keeping notes that you can refer to later may be extremely helpful when a horse returns to the track. A horse that relieves himself on the track will relieve you of your money. All athletes lie about injuries and jockeys are no different, so keep your eyes open. If shoes make the man, then the same can be said of horses. Wrong shoes don’t win right races. And last but not least, weights are assigned for a purpose. With rare exceptions, if a jockey can’t make weight, don’t bet on him to win.

If you have wagered at any of the East Coast tracks in the past year, you have seen the sign Net Pool Pricing plastered across the screen more times than Ms. Cleo has said “I see a change coming.”

Net Pool Pricing means that each jurisdiction taking part in the betting pool usually offers different retention rates (also known as takeout rates). In order to pay out a fair and equitable return on each jurisdiction’s bet, the system calculates the exact rate based upon their contribution to the pool. For example, if a participant chooses to use a higher takeout than the host track, they will have proportionately less weighing in the co-mingled pool than wagers with a lower takeout rate. Therefore, jurisdictions using a higher retention offer a lower payout to their customers, and the remainder of the network is not affected. This also would work the other way should the participant use a lower takeout, and their respective prices would be higher than the host track.

Here are the takeout rates for the tracks used in this book:
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The state and the track will take their portion of your money before you even see any return on your investment in the chosen race, and there is one other partner that you acquire when and if you win. This is your adopted Uncle Sammy. It should be noted that, in all instances, the winning tickets on all of these bets had a partner. The Internal Revenue Service requires that tax be withheld on payoffs over $600 on a $2.00 bet, or where the odds were 300-1 or more, and when the total payoff is in excess of $5,000. In all cases, the tax rate of 27 percent will be deducted in advance of a payout.

For winnings that exceed 300-1 odds—more than $600—the Internal Revenue Service requires that a W2-G Tax Form be completed. In order to collect your winnings, the track requires two forms of identification: First, a copy of your driver’s license; and second, a copy of your Social Security card or a card that establishes your identity and includes your Social Security number.
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The question that I have always had is, Why does the track ask for a Social Security card when no one else will accept your Social Security card as identification? But the next kick in the chops comes when you notice that the cashiers also subtract that additional 27 to 35 percent for the IRS. The reason for the jump from 27 to 35 percent is what I call the “Me Too Factor (MTF).” The MTF is the rate charged by the state and local authorities that also want in on your winnings.

But like anything else, there are those willing to create a means of evading this procedure. I remember back in the ’70s, there was a woman who frequented the New York Racing Association (NYRA) circuit. For the sake of anonymity, let’s call her “Rosemary Rosary,” since she could be found daily at Aqueduct or Belmont during the racing season seated on a bench near the Cashier’s Window with rosary beads in hand. Rosemary was called a “percenter.” She made her living out of cashing big winning tickets for gamblers who either had an aversion to the IRS or to a parole officer who thought that the ex-con in question was “gainfully” and not “game fully” employed.

Let’s say, for example, you won a trifecta that paid $6,000. If you cashed the ticket, you would collect $4,380 ($6,000 minus $1,620, or 27 percent in taxes) and you would be required to list the transaction on your tax return. For her services, Rosemary would cash the ticket using her Social Security number, then return $4,000 to her clientele and pocket $380.

When it came time to filing taxes, Rosemary didn’t have to worry, since she had been picking up $100 discarded losing tickets off the ground after each race. The IRS says you can deduct your losses to the extent of your winnings, and Rosemary had losing tickets as proof to offset her paper gains.

Years later I found out that Rosemary had passed away. It appeared that she did quite well for herself as a “percenter.” Her oldest son had graduated from MIT, and he got a job working for a major aerospace company.

Here is an instance when one can say crime doesn’t pay, even for criminals. There is the tale of the two dumb “wise guys” from Brooklyn who thought they could bypass Rosemary (the woman in the story above) and save the percentage. These eternal idiots were collectors for a local loan shark in New York’s garment district. They were required to turn over the receipts each day at 6 p.m. Having made the collections early, they went to Aqueduct and decided to place a few bets. As fate would have it, they lost their own money and decided to continue playing with the collection money. Their luck didn’t change, however, until the last race, when they took a last stab at a trifecta. At this point, the racing gods decided to help the sorrowful by giving them winning tickets that paid more than $24,000.

Having never won that much money before, the two men then attempted to cash the tickets and replace the misspent collections. But they were surprised when the cashier presented them not with cash but with checks for their net winnings. Two days later there was a small article in the Long Island Press that read, “Two Dead in Trunk at Airport.” The article went on to say that two victims were found with a series of losing tickets, and each had a pair of rosary beads around their necks.

As we have seen, the payout to the bettor can be quite lucrative, but the daily on-track betting pool is also profitable to the track. If one were to look at the on-track total betting handle, usually found at the bottom of the racing results section of your local newspaper, you would see, in capsule form, a rough estimate of the income for a given track for that day. This is because the track makes its money by withholding a percentage from the wagering pool, called the “takeout.” This amount can range from 14 percent to 27.5 percent across the nation.

Here is the case of a philanderer who got more than his just rewards. Two years ago while on a tryst up at Saratoga, he won a superfecta that totaled $134,000. This benevolent sugar daddy gave his paramour $20,000 of his winning.

The following April, he told his wife to stop by the accountant’s office and sign the tax return. However, as the wife began to peruse its content, she came upon something that she had never seen before, Form 5754. This rather innocuous form is prepared when others share in your winnings. This simple act of, shall I say, kindness gave his wife the ammunition she so desperately had been searching for in her quest for a windfall divorce settlement.
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Like the chorus goes in the old Kenny Rogers song “The Gambler”: “There’ll be time enough for counting when the dealing’s done.” Well, there was the disgruntled ex-husband, who lost, according to his calculations, some 75 percent of his total assets. As for the distraught wife, rumor has it that she was last seen shopping for a new vacation condo apartment in Mexico.
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For those of you who are mystified by the general payoffs based upon the odds, here is a schedule of standard payouts based upon track odds:
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Pari-mutuel betting (the term is taken from the French language) is a betting system in which all bets of a particular type are placed together in a pool; taxes and a house-take are removed, and payoff odds are calculated by sharing the pool among all placed bets.

The pari-mutuel system is used in gambling on horse racing, dog racing, and in the game jai alai. It is used in events that have a relatively short duration, whereby participants finish in a ranked order. A modified pari-mutuel system is also used in some lottery games.

Pari-mutuel gambling is frequently state-regulated and offered in many places where gambling is otherwise illegal. Pari-mutuel gambling is also offered at off-track facilities, where players may bet on the events without actually being present to observe them in person.

Pari-mutuel betting differs from fixed-odds betting in that the final payout is not determined until the pool is closed; in fixed-odds betting, the payout is agreed upon at the time the bet is sold.

Exotic wagering over the past twenty years has become a major part of an on- and off-track wagering handle. Each exotic wager has a separate wagering pool that determines the payout. There are several forms of betting in this format. They are:

[image: image]   DAILY DOUBLE

Of all the forms of exotic wagering, the daily double is the oldest form of multiple wagers in racing. The players must correctly select the winners of two consecutive races on a single ticket. There are instances when a bettor really likes one horse in either half of the daily double, and the bettor may wish to “wheel” his/her top selection. All the bettor needs to do when placing the bet with the mutual clerk is to say, “A $2 Daily Double Wheel on three and all”; if the bettor wants the number-three horse in the first half with all starters in the second half, the bet is “a $2 Daily Double Wheel on all and three.”

[image: image]   EXACTA

The exacta wager is the second most popular form of exotic wagering. Its roots date back to the early ’70s. In the exacta, a bettor is asked to select the first- and second-place finishers in that exact order.

[image: image]   EXACTA BOX

This was a term that was substituted for what the old numbers runners of the ’50s called “covering the back door.” It allows the bettor to select two horses; regardless of which horse comes in first, you’re a winner! So, if you ask for a $2 exacta box on two and four, you then receive a ticket with the combinations of both 2-4 and 4-2. If your top two picks finish first and second, in either order, you win! It costs $4 for a two-horse box, $12 for a three-horse box, and $24 to box four horses.

[image: image]   EXACTA WHEELS

Now let’s say you happen to like a particular horse to finish in either first or second place; you can wheel that horse and receive a ticket giving you that horse in either first or second place, with all the other horses in the race.

[image: image]   QUINELLA

In the quinella, you can pick two horses in any order; you will win if these two horses are the first two to finish, regardless of order.

[image: image]   TRIFECTA

In playing a trifecta, you must pick the exact order of finish of three horses in a given race. There is a minimum $2 straight bet on the trifecta. In order to “box” three horses in the trifecta, you will win if the three picks finish first, second, and third, in any order. It costs $12 to box three horses in the trifecta (3×2×1×$2=$12), or $6 for the $1 box; the result provides half the payoff of a full winning ticket.
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