
HICH new stallions are

the real deal? And which

will have trouble

sustaining their early

returns? Last year in the Klarion, I looked

at the returns of 2019 and came to a strong

conclusion: while some of the first-season

sires of 2019 would suffer regression to the

mean, at least four had a strong chance to

make it - Night Of Thunder, Golden Horn,

Gleneagles and Make Believe.

In this article, I will review the second

year of results for these promising

progenitors, then run the same report for

2020. I have used the same framework for

many years to make these projections.

Analysing first-season sires involves

dealing with small samples of their

offsprings’ performances. Here, we need a

metric which has two important qualities:

1: It must be sufficiently granular to

capture important differences in the data of

elite sires and ordinary ones;

2: It must control for volatility inherent

in the statistics; that is, it must allow for the

degree to which the existing results are

unrepeatable.

In the canon of statistics, this frequently

encountered conundrum is called the

‘Bias-Variance trade-off’. (If you are

interested in knowing more about this, a

Google search is a good start.)

A suitable metric for our purposes is

Expected Percentage of Rivals Beaten

(xPRB). Note that its acronym starts with a

lower-case ‘x’ to indicate this is one of the

family of ‘Expected’ statistics, meaning

that it is a projection of what is to come,

rather than an observation of what has

already happened.

When you have a small sample of data,

this likely is only descriptive of the past,

not predictive of the future. You simply

must not confuse one for the other, a pitfall

which is known as ‘overfitting’. To make a

descriptive statistic predictive we need to

use a prior which is learned from the past

data of whatever you want to predict. 

A prior is just a dummy record that you

credit to a competitor before observing

actual results. If the environment with

which you are dealing makes it hard to

discern patterns in the data, so that there is

a lot of noise in past results and not much

signal, you want to use a strong prior. But

if the data is steady and predictable and

results are highly repeatable, a weak prior

is better.

Let me explain. If you have the results

of 10 races for a horse, it isn’t that difficult

to know how good it is. But the results of

10 races for a jockey mean nothing. So, if

your metric was strike rate and you wanted

to make the best guess about strike rate in

the future, you might use a prior of 1 win

from 10 races for the horse (a weak prior)

but 50 wins from 500 races for the jockey

(a strong prior).

So, if the horse or a jockey wins five of

its first 10 starts (a 50% strike rate) your

prediction for its Expected Strike Rate

(xSR) in the future is formulated as:

For the horse:

xSR = (1 + 5) / (10 + 10) = 30.0%

For the jockey:

xSR = (50 + 5) / (500 + 10) = 10.8%

Notice here the effect of the two

different priors. Before any data is

observed, the xSR of both horse and

jockey is 10%. Yet, after both have

achieved five wins from 10 runs, the new

xSR of the horse is revised sharply

upwards to 30% while that of the jockey

has barely changed to 10.8%. 

The magic metric for 
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The use of the two priors to control for

the volatility in the environment reflects

the reality that there are many horses with

strike rates much greater than 10% but

very few jockeys. 

Having filled in the mathematical details

of ‘Expected’ statistics in general, it only

requires that we find a more granular

measure than strike rate to capture

differences between elite and ordinary

stallions. Because strike rate deals in only

wins and losses, it encodes a short-head

second as a ‘loss’ and a heavy defeat

similarly. Percentage of Rivals Beaten

(PRB) does better: it scores a second-place

finish as much better than a heavy defeat.

In response to the way bloodstock data

has changed over the years, I now use a

weaker prior than in previous years. Before

any data is observed, a stallion starts with a

sample of 150 races in which he has beaten

50% of the field. I established this figure

by going back through recent history and

using a stallion’s PRB in year n to predict

his xPRB in year n+1. 

HE graph above shows the

prediction error I got for various

sizes of the prior sample.

The U-shape of the graph is

characteristic of all optimisation exercises.

We find that adding a sample of 150 races

of 50% PRB produces the best predictions
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analysing sires
for the following season. So, if we do this

with the 2020 data, we make the most

accurate predictions for 2021 which is our

xPRB. 

N the table below is the data for 2020

ranked by xPRB which enables us to

compare the performance of ALL

stallions independent of sample size

without imposing some arbitrary cut-off

point.

Last year’s study showed the power of

xPRB. Night Of Thunder, Golden Horn,

Gleneagles and Make Believe all stood out

by this simple metric – not just in the 2019

data but also historically. Three of the four

feature among the Top 15 stallions this

year.

Night Of Thunder looks the real deal.

Galileo and Dubawi usually dominate all

reputable stallion metrics, and to split them

really is outstanding stuff. Round these

parts, we know him best as the sire of this
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The leading 25 stallions of 2020 as viewed by the xPRB metric. 
My selected first-season sires of 2019 are highlighted

year’s super-talented G2 Dante Stakes

winner Thunderous, just one of a record 14

Group or Listed winners from his first

crop. Others by the same sire with

Johnston Racing include Qaader, Streak

Lightning and Thunder of Niagara.

Golden Horn is a favourite of the writer

– he could be champion sire without a

doubt, if patronised. The scary thing is that

his horses should improve from three to

four! Johnston Racing did not miss out

with him, as Da Vinci, Love Is Golden,

Sea Of Marmoon, Trumpet Man, Tulip

Fields and West End Girl are all winners

for this operation. 

Gleneagles has produced seven Stakes

winners from his first crop so far, aided by

some of his progeny going much better on

soft ground than he was believed to do

(trainer Aidan O’Brien chose to avoid a

testing surface with him). Johnston Racing

has sent out four winners by him:

Auchterarder, the progressive Freyja,

Perfect Times and State Of Bliss. Expect

this group to progress again next year.

Make Believe did not do as well as the

other three highlighted sires, at least by the

PRB metric. However, among his winners

was the G1 French Derby scorer Mishriff

and one of Johnston Racing’s most popular

runners, Rose Of Kildare. The gutsy filly

made it one of the yard’s best days of the

year when winning the G3 Musidora to

sweep York’s two big Classic trials for the

stable.

ROM stallions with their first

runners in 2020, three stand out by

xPRB: Mehmas, New Bay and

Territories. For reasons I will state at the

end of this article, I feel that New Bay

could work out the best of these. 

Mehmas will stand at Tally-Ho stud in

Ireland for E25,000 this year. He looks

sure to continue to produce classy, sharp

two-year-olds and sprinters. He is one of

the many successful stallions from the

Acclamation line. He was Group 1-placed

himself and did not race at three.

New Bay is by Night Of Thunder’s sire

Dubawi. He will stand at Ballylinch Stud

for E20,000 in 2021. He is out of a mare

by Zafonic’s sire Zamindar, and it is

notable that Zafonic’s blood seems to

combine well with middle-distance stock.

In New Bay’s first crop were G2 Royal

Lodge winner New Mandate and G3

winner Saffron Beach. The stallion’s stock

should do well at three and he is a very

promising sire.

Territories (Invincible Spirit) will stand

at Dalham Hall in 2021 for just £10,000

and could be very good value. His stock

were not so high-achieving as the other

two but they registered very solid

performance numbers, not just in xPRB,

with Rougir winning a G3 at Deauville

after finishing third in the G1 Marcel

Boussac.

ACTORS which are independent of

xPRB but which I have found

increase the probability of a

stallion’s success are the potency of his

own sire (measured by xPRB) and his

racing merit. This is what makes me lean

to Prix du Jockey-Club winner New Bay

as the best prospect from the 2020

freshmen.

RANK SIRE WINS RUNS SR PRB xPRB

1 Galileo 115 696 16.5 58.6 57.1

2 Night Of Thunder 44 302 14.6 60.0 56.6

3 Dubawi 104 592 17.6 57.8 56.1

4 Kingman 79 481 16.4 58.1 56.1

5 Frankel 80 451 17.7 58.0 55.9

6 Golden Horn 62 303 20.5 58.6 55.4

7 War Front 34 248 13.7 58.2 55.1

8 Lope De Vega 112 797 14.1 55.5 54.7

9 Mehmas 61 390 15.6 56.6 54.7

10 Siyouni 53 411 12.9 56.4 54.7

11 Wootton Bassett 18 83 21.7 62.6 54.4

12 New Bay 17 84 20.2 61.0 53.9

13 Invincible Spirit 102 789 12.9 54.5 53.8

14 Territories 13 118 11.0 58.5 53.6

15 Gleaneagles 50 369 13.6 55.1 53.6

16 Farhh 17 107 15.9 59.1 53.5

17 Havana Gold 29 261 11.1 55.5 53.5

18 Shamardal 56 463 12.1 54.5 53.4

19 Frozen Power 11 81 13.6 58.9 53.3

20 Muhaarar 51 398 12.8 54.6 53.2

21 American Pharoah 15 59 25.4 61.3 53.2

22 Dark Angel 148 1309 11.3 53.5 53.1

23 Speightstown 21 141 14.9 56.8 53.1

24 Starspangledbanner 39 356 11.0 54.4 53.1

25 Excelebration 35 323 10.8 54.4 53.1

77 Make Believe 39 269 14.5 52.2 51.4
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