
8

HE recent successes and promising efforts of the
stable’s two-year-olds – such as the wins of
Raffle Prize at Royal Ascot and Visinari at
Newmarket – got me thinking about the degree to
which the venue of a juvenile’s debut hints at

how good it may become. 
It is perhaps no coincidence that both of those made their

debuts at Newmarket: Raffle Prize on the Rowley Mile
Course, behind another future Royal Ascot winner in
Daahyeh, and Visinari on the July Course, where he landed a
novice in a fast time. 
That ultimately superior youngsters sometimes make their

first appearances at the home of British racing may be filed in
the Tell Me Something I Don’t Know category. But the detail
is more interesting than that. 
First, let’s consider at which courses two-year-old debutants

in general end up being most highly-rated, irrespective of how
they perform on that debut. 
To measure this, I calculated the average of the best

Timeform performance ratings for juveniles which ended up
running three or more times in 2012 to 2018 inclusive. The
best are shown in Table 1 on the opposite page.
In effect, if you knew nothing more about a two-year-old

than the course at which it ran its first race – so not who
trained it and where it ended up finishing, for instance – then
you would still know quite a bit. 
If that course was Ascot, then you could expect it to be 4.2 lb

better than if that course was York and 7.0 lb better than if it
was Epsom or Yarmouth. Incidentally, Redcar was bottom of
the pile on 62.3, or 16.8 lb inferior to Ascot. 
But you will know who trains the debutant in question, even

if you will not know how well that horse performs until after
the event. 
The average end-of-year rating for the entire cohort (two-

year-olds which end up running three or more times) was 69.5
– with Leicester the “most ordinary” course on which to make
a debut at an average rating of 69.3, – but the figure for Mark
Johnston’s horses is a far punchier 78.2. 
If you knew nothing more than the identity of the course at

which a horse was making its two-year-old debut AND that it
was trained at Kingsley House, then you might raise all those
figures by the difference between the population average and
the stable average, or 8.7 lb. 
There is something to be said for this, as, even with a stable

which turns out plenty of new talent every year, you quickly
get into small samples when considering individual courses. 

Unexpected
Nonetheless, it is interesting to consider where the

evidence hints at a Johnston Racing tendency towards
introducing better horses at specific tracks. 
To this end, I isolated Johnston-trained two-year-olds in the

same seven-year period and the tracks at which they debuted.
Only those with more than five cases are shown, which
excludes the likes of Newbury (just one representative) and
Ascot (four). The findings are in Table 2.
There are several of the same names as in the earlier table

there, but also a few unexpected (to me) additions. 
Windsor has a figure of 68.3 more widely, which is slightly

below the national average, but the stable has introduced
there such smart types as Main Edition (won Albany Stakes
and Sweet Solera Stakes later at two), Blown By Wind (won
three races in all as a juvenile) and Beaverbrook (fourth in
Coventry Stakes).
Catterick may be well down the list nationally – on 63.0,

with only Redcar is below it in fact – but a Johnston debutant
there deserves even more respect than usual. Fireglow
showed up first time there in 2015 before winning two Listed
races and finishing second in two Group 3s. Rebel Assault’s
debut at the North Yorkshire track was one of three wins,
including a Listed one, in 2017. 
Ripon, on 63.5, has only three courses below it nationally

for end-of-year ratings for two-year-old debutants. But, on
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77.9 (16 examples), it nearly makes the Johnston-only top list.
Montataire was beaten there before winning four races later in
2016, including a Listed one, while Secret Brief won three,
including two valuable Sales Races, after coming third there in
2014. 

We know more about a horse the moment it has run, of
course, not least how it performed on that debut. 

That 69.3 figure quoted earlier for all trainers was for all
runners at all courses. The projected end-of-year figure rises to
91.1 if a two-year-old in the cohort makes a successful debut,
82.9 if it finishes second, 77.8 if third, 73.6 if fourth, and just
63.5 if fifth or worse. 

The figures for Johnston-only juveniles are similar to those
for winners and seconds, but are higher for thirds and worse.
In other words, horses from the stable start from a higher level
overall, but those which neither win nor go close to winning
on their debuts tend to progress more from that debut than
with other trainers. 

To return to where we started, the fact that Raffle Prize was
introduced at Newmarket (Rowley Mile Course) was a
positive indicator in itself, which became more positive when
she finished second. 

We now know that this was not misleading, as, after a clear-
cut win at Chester, she was able to run down the very fast

venile’s debut

Kimari in the Queen Mary Stakes at Royal Ascot. On 104, she
is second only to her old rival Daahyeh on Timeform ratings
among two-year-old fillies at the time of writing.

We are more in the dark where Visinari is concerned, but
the portents could scarcely be more favourable. Not only was
he introduced at the July Course (superior to its Rowley Mile
near-neighbour both nationally and for the yard), but Visanari
duly won, and how! 

In a fast time – at 104, Timeform’s fastest by a two-year-old
in 2019 prior to Royal Ascot – with good sectionals (a couple
of furlongs at under 11.0s) and some outstanding striding
figures, is how! 

ISINARI’s overall time, on what was admittedly
pretty quick ground, was just 0.07s outside the
juvenile course record set by Clemmie when winning

what used to be the Cherry Hinton Stakes in 2017. He reached
the line three and half lengths ahead of the well-fancied
Godolphin colt Ottoman Court, with 10 lengths and more back
to the rest. 

The fact that the son of Dark Angel made his debut at
Newmarket was enough to pique the interest, and that he won
as he did very much more so. Many more eyes will be on
Visinari when he next appears, wherever that may be. 

By 
Simon
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Table 2Table 1

Best courses for 2yo debutants
Racecourse Count Ave Rate

ASCOT 195 79.1
NEWMARKET (JULY) 554 77.7

SANDOWN 229 77.2
YORK 226 74.9

NEWBURY 589 73.9
GOODWOOD 270 73.8

NEWMARKET (ROWLEY) 292 73.2
HAYDOCK 330 72.4

EPSOM 42 72.1
YARMOUTH 236 72.1

Best courses for Johnston 2yo debutants
Racecourse Count Ave Rate
WINDSOR 7 91.7

NEWMARKET (JULY) 10 86.5
YORK 13 85.7

SANDOWN 6 85.5
HAYDOCK 22 83.4

DONCASTER 16 82.0
CATTERICK 11 81.2
GOODWOOD 26 80.0
SOUTHWELL 6 79.7
HAMILTON 13 79.4


