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IKE many young racing fans, I was introduced to
some of the homespun methods of winner-finding by
a family member, in this case by my late, beloved
grandfather. Though he was a terrific thinker in

many other walks of life, and a great maths tutor, he could not
resist the odd bromide when it came to picking winners.
“He won’t have sent that horse all the way to Brighton for the
good of its health,” he would say of some northern-trained fancy
of his.
The question is: should we really take any notice of the

distance that a horse has been transported to the races? Is it a
positive, in terms of the kind of intent alluded to by my
grandfather? Or is it a negative because of the stress of
travelling for a horse?
Using data from 1/1/1997 to 24/4/2018, I have set out the

record of all horses trained by Mark Johnston at British
racecourses, including Folkestone and Warwick where Flat
racing is no longer staged, in Table 1.
The column headings are:

Distance (m) – the distance in miles from Middleham to
the racecourse according to www.TheAA.com
Course – the name of the course, counting races on
different tracks at the same location as one
W – Individual wins
R – Total runs
SR – Strike Rate as a percentage of all runs
Prize (£) – the median First Prize competed for by each
runner

The research question is therefore: is there any association
between the variation in Distance (m) and SR?
Here, we are examining what is called a bivariate

relationship. One way to examine this is via the correlation
coefficient, a common statistic which measures the relationship
between two variables scaled between zero (no association) and
one (perfect association). In this case, the correlation coefficient
(omitting the sparse data of Wetherby) is 0.003 – there is no
relationship between the SR of yard runners and the Distance
they travel to the races.
Readers experienced in statistics, or even just those with a

heightened sense of logic, will immediately sense several
potential flaws in concluding that the Distance a horse travels to
the races is irrelevant: there could be other factors driving SR
which we have not accounted for in our basic linear model,
formally known as ‘confounding variables’.
One of these is that Distance is significantly associated with

the average class level of a race, the proxy for which here is
Prize (£). In fact, the correlation between Distance (m) and
Prize (£) is 0.19 – racecourses distant from Middleham tend to
stage more valuable races which are more difficult to win.
If we take this relationship into account, we can examine the

relationship between SR and Distance (m) in the context of
Prize (£). This involves the use of a statistical model called
logistic regression. 
It isn’t possible to go into details in this space, but it turns out

that when Prize (£) and Distance (m) are appropriately

combined mathematically, the correlation coefficient with SR is
as much as 0.48, but nearly all of the explanatory power about
SR comes from Prize (£) alone – as expected, the class of a race
is far more important than the distance a horse has travelled to
get there.

Perhaps if the same study had been carried out in the days
when horses travelled to the races by train, Distance (m) would
have been important to the horses of a trainer like Mark. My
grandfather might have been onto something.
At this point, it is important that the statistician remembers his

humanity. While Distance (m) is not important within the
friendly confines of a model, it may be only because of the
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Distance (m) Course W R SR Prize (£)

257 Ascot 112 956 11.7 29000
183 Ayr 93 688 13.5 4420
261 Bath 37 188 19.7 3234
79 Beverley 187 878 21.3 3863
305 Brighton 40 187 21.4 3234
81 Carlisle 64 350 18.3 3445
13 Catterick 117 554 21.1 3412
228 Chelmsford City 50 336 14.9 5175
253 Chepstow 24 126 19.0 3234
141 Chester 90 601 15.0 8831
72 Doncaster 101 854 11.8 7397
264 Epsom 64 472 13.6 7771
278 Ffos Las 10 65 15.4 4533
302 Folkestone 8 46 17.4 2993
292 Goodwood 126 852 14.8 16003
167 Hamilton 186 896 20.8 3881
92 Haydock 98 851 11.5 5857
253 Kempton 117 881 13.3 4075
147 Leicester 89 501 17.8 4533
281 Lingfield 229 1346 17.0 3234
173 Musselburgh 151 780 19.4 4205
247 Newbury 55 368 14.9 11629
67 Newcastle 113 760 14.9 3886
196 Newmarket 195 1477 13.2 12938
117 Nottingham 47 473 9.9 3562
57 Pontefract 112 728 15.4 4688
50 Redcar 84 552 15.2 3452
20 Ripon 106 716 14.8 4795
297 Salisbury 9 85 10.6 7771
260 Sandown 65 481 13.5 8700
110 Southwell 179 846 21.2 2831
23 Thirsk 61 443 13.8 4792
173 Warwick 28 180 15.6 3615
38 Wetherby 2 10 20.0 3558
245 Windsor 29 190 15.3 4690
161 Wolverhampton 280 1519 18.4 2968
242 Yarmouth 39 325 12.0 3740
46 York 86 967 8.9 14150

Table 1: Yard runners by course, with distance
from Middleham and median First Prize
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distance to the races
human skill of the Kingsley Park staff in travelling horses
multiple hundred miles on a regular basis, not to mention that of
Mark and his family in representing the operation in person
around the country.

In the period in question spanning over 21 years or 7,783
days in Britain, Mark’s horses have run 22,528 times winning
3,483 times at a Strike Rate of 15.5%. This has involved 10,513
trips to the races; the average number of runners at a meeting at
which the yard is represented is 2.14, ranging from the 4,144
occasions when there was only one runner at a meeting, to
Goodwood on 30/7/2015 at which the stable had 14 runners.

Remembering to count Distance (m) listed in the table
double because of round trips, and using the distances on
www.TheAA.com which doubtless underestimate the true
distance covered, Kingsley Park horses have travelled an
estimated total distance of . . .  

7,099,384 miles!
That’s right, more than 7 million miles. The Earth is 25,000

miles in circumference, so the horses have travelled 284 times
round the planet. Heck, it is only 93 million miles to the Sun. 

It is harder to compute the miles which lorries have covered
because that depends on logistical considerations such as the
number of horses per box, especially on the 1,438 occasions
where the stable has had at least three runners at a meeting. My
estimate is that the actual distance travelled since 1997 by
transportation is in excess of 4 million miles, with the mean

round-trip distance 322 miles (the median distance to all British
courses from Middleham is 173m).

Hopefully, a foray into these numbers was an interesting
diversion, but back to the point. If Distance travelled by a horse
does not explain any variation in its chance of winning, there is
something the data does tell us: that Kingsley Park horses are
more likely to run at courses near the yard than those further
away.  We know this because in Table 1 there is a correlation of -
0.21 between Distance (m) and R – the total number of runners
at a course.

This stands to reason because if two opportunities for a horse
are equal, the one nearer its home base is the more attractive.
When Mark places his horses, he will never fight shy of sending
a horse to a relatively distant track, where the race is suitable,
but he absolutely should prefer a race at Thirsk to one at
Brighton if their parameters are equal.

We can go ahead and assume that this is the case for all yards.
Now, because racehorse talent is concentrated in various training
centres around the country, and not spread across the map like
jam, this will result in courses nearer these racehorse clusters
featuring more competitive racing than those courses relatively
remote.

Gauging the standard of competition at various tracks by
constructing a metric was the subject of last month’s article,
where I used the distribution of last-time-out placings to
evaluate how difficult races are to win. We could now refine
those figures by using the idea that courses such as Newmarket,
Newbury and York are more likely to attract the best runners
from the nearby training centres of Newmarket itself, Lambourn
and Middleham / Malton, which is what Rob Waterhouse, one of
the best racing minds on the planet and husband of top
Australian trainer Gai, did when kindly sending his feedback to
last month’s Kingsley Klarion. 

“Were I doing the same research [as last month’s article
determining the strength of competition by track] I would take
average handicap prize-money divided by some measure of the
distance from each track to the major training centres in Britain. 

“I am proposing that prize-money, modified by distance, is
the best guide. I get a similar answer to you but tracks like
Newmarket and Epsom come out stronger and Haydock
weaker.”

A summary of Rob’s findings with particular respect to
distance to Newmarket (Dist to Nmk) are shown in Table 2. 

The columns of Table 3 are:
Prize Rank – the ranking of the course in average prize
offered
Dist to Nmk – the distance, in miles, from a major
training centre, here Newmarket
JW – my rank based only on the distribution of last-time-
out placings
RW – Rob’s rank taking into account average prize and a
measure of remoteness.

Rob’s ideas are particularly interesting, and further
investigation could leverage mathematical techniques of
network analysis. A measure of competition should be useful to
trainers planning future runners at a macro level.

By 
James 

Willoughby

Runners 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
N 4144 3224 1707 795 376 140 74 29 11 5 4 2 1 1
% 39 31 16 8 4 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Course Prize Rank Dist to Nmk JW RW
Ascot 1 92 1 1
York 2 168 2 4=

Goodwood 3 142 3 4=
Newmarket 4 0 4 2

Chester 5 185 8 6=
Epsom 6 103 10 3

Haydock 7 191 9 10
Doncaster 8 130 7 6=
Newbury 9 125 5 6=
Sandown 10 105 6 6=

Table 2: The distribution of yard runners at each
meeting since 1997, showing % of all occasions

Table 3: Rob Waterhouse- (RW) and James
Willoughby- (JW) derived rankings 

of leading courses


