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COULD not fail to write more about Visinari at some
point this year, right? 

I have always watched Mark Johnston’s horses with
disproportionate attention. Way back I remember
Starstreak. You might too. Pontefract is the closest track

to my place of birth and I was there as a 19-year-old in August,
1989, when the blue-and-yellow Skeltools colours powered
home in a maiden on the back of Bobby Elliott. 

I had begun to develop ideas about racing that I thought,
greenly, were esoteric, far-sighted even, concerning the nature
of how horses ran fast and what it meant for their future. (When
I became more experienced, I realised they were obvious to
others also.) Starstreak was something to believe in, I thought.
He was the galloping embodiment of trying to use your brain to
understand things without their being explained. I used to try
and take sectionals from the three-furlong pole at Ponte with a
stopwatch and tell my grandfather about them excitedly. And
when a horse like Starstreak came along and recorded a good
combination of final time and finishing speed, I would never
miss a race they ran again.

Well, a bit like my estoteric ideas, Starstreak never made the
big time, but he did end up rated 115 on Racing Post Ratings.
He won a race at Ascot as a three-year-old, but went under
agonisingly in Group 3 races for the Gordon Stakes at
Goodwood and Rose of Lancaster at Haydock. He was a good
horse of whom I became fond from afar. And I even met him
one day. (As a result, I could not bring myself to watch his later
hurdling career for another yard.)

More recently, Dee Ex Bee has always been my boy. It was
obvious from his Goodwood debut win that he was good –
though I did not dream he could finish second in the Derby.
Affirmation of his talent did not come immediately, but most
things in life are sweeter if you have to wait. (My former
colleague Oli Bell told me that one of the jockeys who rode
Dee Ex Bee after his Goodwood win reportedly said he had no
idea what the fuss was about and that he was an ordinary horse.
Being a contrarian, I loved hearing that because opinions vary
but the figures never lie.)

And that brings me to the 500lb Elephant in the Room, as
Tony Soprano says in the best television series of all time (an
opinion, not a fact): Rob Ferguson’s Visinari, a horse I consider
the next Dee Ex Bee in terms of trajectory – if not trip – and
whose career I will always remember – whatever happens
next.

Mainstream
There comes a point when you have to realise, as a media

guy, that you just don’t connect with people like the job
demands. And that moment makes it difficult to carry on in the
mainstream, even though writing in places such as this has
been and will always be a privilege and a pleasure. In the end,
you have to listen to your own Press.

It started when Visinari ran six furlongs in 1min 10.41sec on
his debut on the July course at Newmarket. That translates to a
speed figure even better than Dee Ex Bee on his debut;
everyone competent who does figures had a big number on this
race. The third horse was beaten more than 13 lengths, and all I
did was let people know the implication of this statistically: it
signified that Visinari might be a special horse and already was
a very useful one. 

Visinari’s number was considered so universally legit that he
started odds-on for the Group 2 July Stakes. Now, anyone who
thinks horses can go off at 6-4 on in this day of joined-up
betting markets without having sturdy credentials may soon
have an expensive awakening. Even if you don’t believe in the
maths of race times and sectionals, collateral form is enough to
take notice of his debut race: runner-up Ottoman Court was
beaten an easy three and a half lengths (roughly 10lb at six
furlongs) and later earned a BHA rating of 95. 

Visinari was beaten a neck in the July Stakes. By contrast,
Starstreak was beaten 13 lengths in a minor event at Ripon
after I took him to my heart. Visinari’s performance affirmed
what his debut performance suggested: he is a good horse.
Racing Post Ratings and the BHA handicapper concurred that
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his run was worth 106. 
Unfortunately, however, the

fact that he did not win
somehow led to the notion
expressed to me repeatedly to
this day that not just the analysis
of his debut was spurious,
hyperbolic, even naïve, but so
too is any attempt to analyse
horses on this level. Of course, I
have heard this for 25 years, but
you get tired more quickly as
you get older.

I will be honest: I felt like this
was final proof that the accent in
racing media has swung away
from the things I tried to bring
to it. In these days of social
media-driven reporting, I don’t
think racing fans have the
chance to discriminate between
opinion and analysis: both may
be equally wrong equally often,
but the latter takes presenting
evidence towards a conclusion,
rather that stating a preference
in a way designed to court
attention. 

That doesn’t mean I think I do analysis well. Only that I
came to be hooked by racing – and later to make it my
professional life – because I believed there were lots more
people like me out there, outsiders who wanted to understand
the sport at the deepest level possible. And when I started work
at Timeform, I was surrounded by an office full of people with
a similar outlook. 

OWADAYS, I don’t think curious people like me (in
both senses of the phrase) will get involved with
watching and betting on racing in the same numbers.

Sadly, that means in another life I would not trail through the
snow to get to Kingsley House like some desperate pilgrim in
search of meaning to his life. Instead, I would probably have
been snared by football because of the acceptance on shows
such as BBC’s Match of the Day of Expected Goals-like
metrics and spatial analysis of tactics. Or, I might have become
immersed in any of the other sports where you can get API
access to a results database to learn why golfers win
tournaments or T20 cricket matches are shaped, or any of the
other ones. How hard it has become for a young racing fan with
data-analytic skills to grow their nascent interest.  

It is obvious that I do not have what it takes to provoke that
interest because I am still wasting my time, at 50 years old,
trying to establish that measuring the time it takes for a horse to
get from A to B – and how that breaks down – should be part of
the central reportage of a horse race, rather than left to bloggers
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and specialists on the web  --  of which there are plenty,
ironically. 

I’m fed up of the currency of person-centric opinion; who
cares whether an individual is right or wrong, so long as they
state their reasons?

The measurable data of Visinari’s debut does not seem to me
to be some sort of outlandish personal opinion. Sadly, it became
clear to me that this is how I put things across. Yes, a degree of
interpretation can be required in difficult ‘corner-cases’ with
race times, such as when it is windy or raining or there are only
one or two races on the same part of the track. To my mind,
times and sectionals enable us to peer into the very nature of the
horse, to measure with precision how great horses differ from
ordinary ones, and, yes, to spot a potential superstar in a maiden
race – as has been done successfully many times before when
the data supports it.

Isn’t it obvious from Visinari’s two runs after the July
meeting that the supposedly bogus interpretation of his debut
performance was not why he was overvalued by the market in
the July Stakes? The plain fact is that he came nowhere near the
Newmarket form at Goodwood and Doncaster afterwards. I
don’t know why, just as I didn’t know why Dee Ex Bee flat-
lined after his debut tour de force. 

Surely Visinari cannot have been more precocious than the
average horse; after all, he was initially considered too
backward to line-up for his debut as early as June, according to
an interview Charlie Johnston gave at the time.

If a horse runs a big figure once, he can do it again one day.

By 
James

Willoughby

Rob Ferguson’s Visinari wins at Newmarket under Ryan Moore
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