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handicaps. Golf handicaps are adjusted after

every subsequent game. The prizes in amateur

competitions are keenly sought after, mainly for

the prestige of winning a club trophy. In the

professional game there are no handicaps and

the monetary value of prizes often exceeds by far

those in horse racing.

In the amateur game some players are

sometimes referred to by opponents as “bandits”

as on a good day they play to a level much better

that their handicap. This is unlikely to be

repeated if they play regularly as they will be

penalised every time they win. Conversely, if

such players do not play often their handicaps

may not be a true figure to reflect that

particular golfer’s ability.

This, however, may be about to change as

towards the end of 2020 a new system will be

introduced. Among other things, an average-

based calculation of a handicap, taken from the

best eight of the last 20 scores with a safety

N any sport, much is written about which

team or competitor is the best of the

present generation. Sometimes the debate

broadens as to which is  the best ever, and in

horse racing Frankel has, after a review of

global rankings, been awarded this accolade

with a rating of 140. Dancing Brave had

originally been given a rating of 141 but this

has been adjusted to 138.

Apart from kudos and obvious ramifications

with regard to value for breeding purposes,

these stellar rankings had almost no bearing on

the class of races in which these horses could run

and as to what weight they carried. In Group

and Listed events (all Class 1) colts generally

carry the same weight while fillies generally

receive a 3lb allowance, although in some cases

penalties and other allowances apply. 

Most races are however, other than when

juveniles are starting out, handicaps. A British

Horseracing Authority (BHA) assessor watches

every race and each horse in the race is given a

“performance figure”.  In the BHA’s “Guide to

Handicapping” it is pointed out that “horses

usually need to achieve a minimum of three

performance figures  --  that is, to have raced at

least three times  --  in order for us to translate

these into an initial handicap rating”.

This figure is used to calculate the weight a

horse carries in a race and most importantly it

will determine what Class (7,6,5,4,3,2) of races

it is allowed to enter. The most prestigious

handicaps are Class 2 and offer valuable prizes,

sometimes much more valuable than some Class1

contests. Obviously they are targeted by both

trainers and owners. Often a handicap mark of

90+ is needed to get into such races and there is

always a range of weights in the race. This range

is meant to reflect the different abilities of the

horses taking part.

Another sport where a handicap system is

meant to reflect a participant’s ability is golf.

Three scores recorded in competitions are used

to arrive at the player’s handicap. The best

players will score close to the par for the course

and will therefore have a low handicap.

Obviously it is the other way round in

horseracing as the slowest horses have the lowest

I
mechanism to ensure that a player’s handicap

cannot increase by more than five shots during a

12-month period will be introduced. By and

large, the more chances there are of assessing a

golfer (and indeed a horse) the more likely  it is

to arrive at a true figure of ability. Both systems

of course rely on the participants always trying

to win.

James Willoughby in his article “Open

campaigning: A winning strategy in handicaps”

in last month’s edition of the Kingsley Klarion,

explained:

“While all horses are supposed to have an

equal chance in handicaps, the data shows that

some horses are more equal than others. In fact

the fairness of a horse’s handicap mark depends

strongly on how many previous starts it has had:

Impact Value and Strike Rate decline as horses

become more exposed. Impact Value, which in

general, is a more robust version of Strike Rate

because it takes into account field sizes, does not

begin to decline significantly until a horse has

had more than 10 starts.”

One of the horses in Johnston Racing’s

Kingsley Park 10 partnership was Victory

Command. In 2018 he ran nine times as a two-

year-old and set off to Dubai for the Carnival

with a handicap mark of 102. After a creditable

third place on dirt for his first run he struggled

a bit at Meydan and returned at the end of

February 2019 with a mark of 98. 

OWARDS the end of his two-year-old

career he had been tried in Group

races such as the Royal Lodge at

Newmarket and, although running well, he fell

just short of that class. The summer of 2019 saw

him run in the most prestigious (1m to 1m 2f)

handicaps which were mainly for three-year-

olds. The table on the page opposite shows these

races with the winner of each race in the second

column. The handicap mark of the winner is

included in the fourth column and the number of

times it had run prior to winning that particular

race is included in the fifth column. The final

column shows Victory Command’s position in

the race and his handicap mark.

Apart from the second race, Victory
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ROBIN HOLLEYHEAD, a long-time owner with

Johnston Racing, presents a case for changing the

conditions of entry for the most prestigious handicaps 

Victory Command with Franny Norton 
at Royal Ascot
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INGSLEY PARK 11’s Auchterarder ran out the impressive

winner of a six-furlong handicap at Lingfield on February

25 to give the Kingsley Park partnerships their first win of

2020.

The three-year-old Gleneagles filly was making her return to the

track after a break of 80 days, and for good measure was making her

handicap debut in what looked like a competitive heat. It was the

feature event on the Lingfield card, and the race had attracted an

interesting runner in Joseph O’Brien’s Dark Vader, a Dark Angel

colt who had been twice successful at Dundalk in recent months.

Auchterarder was sent into the lead from the outset by jockey, PJ

McDonald, pursued by Heer We Go Again, with the other fancied

horses, Dark Vader and Hamish Macbeth settled in midfield.

Asked for her effort two furlongs out, Auchterarder quickened

nicely and was clear of her opponents as she entered the final furlong.

Although both Dark Vader and Hamish Macbeth threw down

challenges in the closing stages, Auchterarder was always doing

enough to win, and as they passed the winning post she had a length

and a quarter in hand of Dark Vader, who in turn deprived Hamish

Macbeth of second place by a neck.

Winning jockey PJ McDonald was delighted with the filly’s

performance. 

Auchterarder with Andrew Shaw (left) and Tim Jarvis

“Everything went very smoothly for me,” he told the Klarion after

the race. 

“We had a nice draw and got a good pitch. She’s a tough filly, and

she won well.”

Auchterarder has now won three of her five starts, and has finished

in the frame in her other races. Her half-sister, Enlace (by

Shamardal), was something of a seven-furlong specialist and it will be

interesting to see if this speedy filly sticks to six furlongs next time

out.

Lingfield win for Auchterarder
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Command was never out of the first six. He won

twice, was fourth four times and fifth five times.

In the Britannia, won by Biometric, he was

drawn on the far side and in the soft ground

conditions most of the leading finishers were on

the stand side. Biometric had run just three

times prior to the Britannia and was off the

same mark as Victory Command, who had run

16 times prior to the Royal Ascot event. 

A striking feature of recent winners of the

Britannia is how few runs they had had

beforehand. Ostilio (2018), Bless Him (2017),

Defrocked (2016) and Roca Tumu (2013) had

run only four times before winning the

Britannia, while Born In Bombay in 2014 had

had only three previous outings.  War Envoy in

2015 bucked the trend, having had 12 previous

runs. To stretch the analogy used for a golfer

with a handicap which is too lenient, one might

say those winners, with the exception of War

Envoy, were “bandits”. 

There are, of course, reasons why two-year-

olds do not run as frequently as Victory

Command did, the main one being injury. Two-

year-olds often spend long periods sidelined.

However, the entry conditions for these big

handicaps did not require that the horses had to

have run a minimum number of times, other

than the three runs needed to be given an initial

handicap mark.

A fairly common comment after these races

was that the winner was probably of Group class

and entries in the next race might have to reflect

this happy assessment. So called “unexposed

types” are unlikely to have a handicap mark

commensurate with their ability. It is always

hoped that horses starting out will improve as

they are put through their paces on the gallops

and make their way to the track. The ones that

are entered and get in the big three-year-old

handicaps obviously did improve as two and

three-year-olds. It must be very difficult for the

assessors to handicap “improvers” from  only

three appearances in public.

Readers may get the impression that I am

critical of those trainers who choose not to run

their two-year-olds as often as, for example,

Victory Command. I am not: rather, I am

critical of the system that allows them to run as

three-year-olds in the prestigious handicaps. I

propose, therefore, that the conditions of the

Class 2 handicaps for three-year-olds be

reviewed and suggest that  (in line with new

rules for golf handicaps) horses should have been

assessed at least eight times before being allowed

to enter. 

DATE WINNING HORSE RACE/3YO HANDICAP No OF RACES 
PRIOR TO RUN

VICTORY COMMAND
HCP/POSITION

16.04 Shine So Bright Listed 28k 106 5 103/4

04.05 Pogo C2 Hcp 16k 94 9 96/8

25.05 Beatboxer C2 Hcp 50k 92 4 92/3

01.06 Le Don de Vie C2 Hcp 31k 86 4 93/4

20.06 Biometric C2 Hcp 75k 92 3 92/6

02.07 Victory Command C2 Hcp 19k 91 17 91/1

13.07 Motakhayyel C2 Hcp 19k 92 3 97/5

20.07 Indeed C2 Hcp 19k        100 6 97/5

01.08 Forest of Dean C2 Hcp 47k 93 7 96/4

16.08 Victory Command C3 Hcp 10k 96 21 96/1

24.08 Forest of Dean C2 Hcp 44k 100 8 100/5

31.08 Good Birthday C2 Hcp 32k 95 7 100/4

Three-year-old races in which Victory Command ran in 2019
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