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 Friday 22 February 2019 www.turftalk.co.za  *  editor@turftalk.co.za 

LEN Ragozin’s speed figures made him a ‘Multi’. (Sports Illustrated). 

Len Ragozin and deadly effective speed figures 

BY his own admission a neurotic gambler who suffered from the jitters at the betting windows, Len 

Ragozin, founder of The Sheets, is nevertheless one of the most pioneering and influential  

handicappers in America. A maverick denizen of New York’s bohemian Greenwich Village, he built up a  

reputable turf advisory business, ran his own racing stable and partnered successfully with sharp  

bettor, Len Friedman to become a wealthy man through racing. 

Ragozin is now a widely respected old sage but was 

initially seen as a controversial character who’d been 

stirring things up since the 1950’s due to his revolu-

tionary theories about racing, left- leaning Marxist polit-

ical views and support of anti- war protest groups op-

posed to the Vietnam conflict. An assertive character, 

(some would say, arrogant,) Ragozin’s haughty de-

meanour could be off-putting to his detractors. Ulti-

mately though, many of the important handicapping 

theories this Harvard grad with an I.Q. of 170 + stood 

for, have since been vindicated, particularly his in-

sights into condition handicapping or pattern recogni-

tion.  

 

Underpinning his research, are accurately crafted 

speed figures. Most racing jurisdictions base analysis 

on class and weight handicapping – South Africa being 

a case in point having copied methods that work well 

in Britain and Europe. Like many American form ex-

perts, Ragozin preferred to use recorded race   (to p2) 
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TOTE BETS WITH INTERBET ARE  DIRECTED 

TO TOTE POOLS    
  

Interbet do not offer the “ open (Tote) bet ” – 100% of 

all Tote bets are directed into the Tote pools. This 

means that (unlike Tote bets placed with bookmakers 

that lay all or part those bets themselves), the “ rake ” 

from the Tote pools goes directly towards running 

horseracing and paying owners’ stakes. 

Playing smaller gives better focus! 
 

THE feature-race action is at Kenilworth on Saturday, 

but the Turffontein card also offers some quality. 

Someone said the other day, “In the old days, before 

merit ratings, I’d take R50 straight line Place  

Accumulators and win, maybe, 7 out of every 10.  Now, 

I can’t catch a single P/A spending a grand or more!” It 

has nothing to do with inflation, of course, and yes, 

races are more difficult these days. But another genius 

offered, “You don’t win straight line P/A’s anymore be-

cause you don’t take them anymore!” That also holds 

some truth, because current-day players tend to go 

immediately for a percentage of a massive perm and 

hope to double up several times. Try to focus again on 

catching a R12 or R24 P/A this weekend, have some 

fun and free up some cash for other bets. We’ve got a 

R12 suggested P/A below, and three 5-1 shots that 

should run well as Value bets! 

 

PA: R12 

1/2 X 3 X 1 X 2/3 X 3 X 1 X 2/3/9 
 

Turffontein Selections: 

 

Race 1:  (3) Seventh Light (1) UFO (2) Oh So Cold (4) 

Comet Crystal 

Race 2: (9) Vetri Vel (1) The Makwakkers (4) Eureka 

Effect (2) Baron Rodney 

Race 3:  (1) Azkur (2) Parisienne Chic (6) Glamorous 

Scandal (5) Cranberry Crush 

Race 4:  (3) Miss Sabina (1) Aurelia Cotta (5) Railtrip 

(6) Out Of Sight 

Race 5: (1) Mighty Rock (3) William Healy (8) Blame 

Game (2) Humour Me 

Race 6:  (2) Seventh Of June (3) Zeal and Zest (3) Ar-

lington’s Revenge (6) King’s Cup 

Race 7:  (3) Schippers (1) Green Plains (5) Desert 

Rhythm (6) Penny Royal 

Race 8: (1) Orpheus (4) Epic Dream (3) Only To Win (7) 

Tarzan 

Race 9: (9) Explosive Kiss (2) Irish Wonder Girl (3) My 

Dream Chaser (6) Vi Va Pi Pa 

RAGOZIN SPEED FIGURES (fm p1) 

 

times as the crucial gauge of thoroughbred merit,  

juggling arcane calculations to measure the effort put 

forth by any horse at any circuit in America, after  

factoring in his proprietary track variants. 

 

Attention to detail when gathering data was key in 

coming up with the right figures. Ragozin going so far 

as to use wind correction stats from airport weather 

bureau’s, timing each horse individually from the gate 

using video software and having private observers at 

each track noting the trips horses experienced, includ-

ing exactly how wide they travelled around each bend.  

 

Using Ragozin’s methodology, the lower the figure the 

better. Secretariat scored -1, Spectacular Bid -2 and 

Monarchos got 0 for their Kentucky Derby wins, whilst 

a hopelessly cheap claimer would score 30 +. “The 

figure is the ultimate distillation – it’s my E = MC², my 

Picasso sketch.” Ragozin crowed in a 1978 Sports 

Illustrated profile piece done by Jerry Kirshenbaum. 

 

Ragozin would then graph these performance figures 

on Sheets and try decipher patterns as horses either 

improve, regress or stay at the same level. That was 

probably his biggest contribution to modern handicap-

ping theory - an understanding that thoroughbred  

performances wax and wane according to the ever-

shifting physical capacity of the horses themselves.  

 

Some racehorses would decline after a stressful effort 

if not given sufficient chance to recover – he termed 

that “the bounce.” So- called “alternators” combine 

good and bad figs one after the other whilst “cyclers” 

would go through extended spells of peaking to a 

“top,” or declining form. 

 

He paid less heed to what he saw as secondary factors 

such as distance suitability, track specifics and chang-

ing states of going, nor did he get hung up on  

imprecise judgements about the supposed class of 

racehorses or their pedigrees. For him it was all about 

the speed figures, interpreting patterns in the past 

performances and making a prediction how they would 

run today.  

 

In an intriguing twist, Ragozin would compare a horse 

against itself, rather than against other horses. Most 

punters, consciously or otherwise, tend to rank horses 

against one another, looking for the best handicapped, 

highest ability rated or fastest horse in the race. 

Ragozin’s breakthrough thesis was to predict and rec-

ognise radical changes in what a horse might do today, 

rather than simply averaging up old performances and 

expecting history to repeat itself.  

 

This might lead him to a seemingly slower but healthier 

horse in sparkling condition ready to produce a career 

best, (overlooked by the majority of punters,) and offer-

ing exceptional value. 

 

In his excellent autobiographical book, “The (to p5) 
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HEVERSHAM BY NIGHT IS A NO-COST EVENT. STARTING  TIME IS NOW 5PM. RSVP AND COME! 

IN April 1992, Steel World sponsored an event for  veteran jockeys. See if you can name them. There’s ‘GT’ top 

left and Roy Curling top right… we see Freddy Macaskill, James Maree.. Many of the rest unsure. The three older 

fellows bottom right did not compete in the race. See if you can get them all and mail us! 

http://www.hevershampark.co.za/
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RAGOZIN SPEED FIGURES (fm p2) 

 

Odds must be Crazy,” Ragozin lays out three criteria 

which determine the horse to bet upon: 

 

The horse has numbers which make him a contender 

(sometimes for younger horses by projecting improve-

ment) 

 

The shape of the horse’s form leads us to believe he is 

ready to run one of his better races. 

 

The price must be good enough relative to the horses’ 

chances so that you are offered decent value.” 

 

This is eminently sensible counsel. Unfortunately, 

Ragozin struggled to apply his own advice. Yet, when 

he hitched up with legal brain, Len Friedman to take 

care of the betting side, the two Lenny’s raked in  

munificent profits in partnership. Friedman has been 

betting about USD 2-mil per year over four decades 

and is a disciplined horseplayer able to cope with fluc-

tuating fortunes at the track. 

 

Friedman also has a clever exotic betting strategy 

which has helped him land some heavy hits using the 

trifecta as his preferred betting type. With Ragozin’s 

speed figures as a basic tool, he then looks for a lively 

outsider with close-to-competitive scores that is 

cranked up to run an improved figure.  

 

By distinguishing those that have a legitimate shot 

based on an esoteric reading of their form patterns 

from long priced entries with no hope, Friedman finds 

big priced roving bankers that routinely outrun their 

odds. He surrounds his fancy with all the main con-

tenders and takes the bet multiple times. It’s a wise 

contrarian approach that has served him exceedingly 

well over the years. 

 

Ragozin and Friedman have been an enduring and 

highly successful horse-playing duo. Their skills are 

complementary, with a handicapping approach found-

ed on soundly researched principles, though the pat-

tern recognition component requires expertise and 

imagination to apply. They acknowledge that for every 

strike that connects, there are three times as many 

examples of miscues. That’s why a method that deals 

in probabilities and emphasizes getting good value is 

essential to the long- term profitability of their play. 

 

They may now both be seen as quirky, ancient gurus 

by modern standards. Computer syndicates run  

sophisticated software programs which quickly  

calculate fair odds for any race and can batch and 

transmit optimally structured exotic bets in seconds.  

 

But the hand-crafted speed figures that Ragozin gen-

erated working through the night in his cluttered New 

York office, and the imaginative exotic betting  

strategies that Friedman employed showed how  

intellectually and financially rewarding solving the 

brain game puzzle of horse racing can be. -  tt. 

http://www.morrisvee.co.za/
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He won’t be messed around! 

YOU’re looking at the powerful frame of Candice Bass-

Robinson’s  lightly-raced sprinter Russett Air, enjoying a wash 

at his Milnerton stable this morning He’s a three-year-old up 

against some established older sprinters in tomorrow’s Gr2 

Diadem Stakes at Kenilworth, but in looking at his muscle the 

older rivals better not get into a brawl with him. Good outside 

value at 33-1.                                        (Pic: Chase Liebenberg). 

SCOTT Bros evergreen Mogok, a sire with consistently good 

stats in each and every season had a double at Scottsville 

Wednesday, including an impressive debut win with Wave. 

Mogok’s progeny have earned over R1,5-million this season – 

an immaculately-bred sire, by Storm Cat from the immediate 

female line of Northern Dancer and a half-brother to  

Machiavellian, Mogok has the rare distinction of producing 

two Gr1 horses overseas – Gypsy’s Warning and his son at 

stud, The Apache.                           (Pic:  Candiese Marnewick). 

Another in showroom condition... 

http://www.klawervlei.co.za/
http://www.racingassoction.co.za/
http://www.bettingworld.co.za/
http://www.kuda.co.za/
http://www.tellytrack.com/
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