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What Is Harness Racing?

This Is Harness Racing

For more than 150 years 
people have been falling 
in love with the sport of 
harness racing. Dating 
back to the early 19th 
century, harness racing 
has been an integral 
part of American sports 
history. Whether it’s the 
majesty of the horses, the 
thrill of cashing a win-
ning ticket, or the simple 
pleasure of a summer 
evening spent watching 
athletes compete at the 
highest level, harness 
racing has something  
for everyone.

 What Is a Standardbred?
The Standardbred is a beautiful, 
gentle breed of horse that is affec-
tionate and easy to work with. The 
breed comes in many colors, with 
bay (a light brown) and 
brown being the most 
dominant. They 
weigh between 
800 and 1,200 
lbs. and are known 
for their willing 
temperaments. 

The beginnings 
of the Standardbred 
breed can be traced back 
to the horse Messenger, a gray 
Thoroughbred who was brought 
to the U.S. in the 18th century. 

Virtually every North American 
Standardbred can be traced back 
to Messenger’s great-grandson, 
Hambletonian 10.

The name “Standardbred” 
originated because the early 

trotters were required to 
reach a certain standard of 
time for the mile distance 
in order to be registered 
as part of the new breed. 

Harness racing is based 
in tradition and history, 

but the Standardbred breed 
continues to evolve each year. It’s 
amazing to watch these incredible 
animals reach new levels of speed 
and excellence.



As a breed, Standard-
breds are athletic, 
intelligent and well- 
suited for many different 
tasks. After they’re done 
racing (or perhaps if 
they never raced at all), 
many Standardbreds go 
on to find new homes 
and new vocations.

Vocations such 
as police or military 
mounts, trail-riding 
companions and outrid-
ers are all a good fit for 
retired Standardbreds.  

 
 
 
Many 
ex-race-
horses also have 
success competing 
in special disciplines 
such as dressage, 
endurance riding,  

and speed racking.
But even if there isn’t a 

new “job” wait-
ing for a horse 
after he’s done 
racing, the 
goal is always 
to find a good, 
loving home 
for them, and 

there are numerous 
adoption, retirement 
and pleasure horse or-
ganizations committed 
to doing just that.
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Life After 
Racing

In harness racing, a 
specific breed of horses 
called Standardbreds pull a 
two-wheeled cart known as 
a racebike, which is steered 
by a driver. These horses 
can reach speeds in excess 
of 30 mph.

One thing that makes 
harness racing great is that 
anyone can get involved. 
With a small investment 
almost anyone can own a 
horse, and there are trainers 
and drivers of all different 
experience levels. There are 
even entire circuits just for 
amateur drivers. 

But even if you can’t af-
ford to own or train a horse, 
you can get up close and 
personal with the animals 
and drivers at the racetrack. 
Many tracks offer barn and 
paddock tours and a chance 
to meet the horsemen who 
compete there.

Although you can watch 
harness racing from your 
home, on your computer 
and even on your phone, 
the best way to experience 
the sport is live and in 
person, so visit FanGuide.
ustrotting.com to find a 
racetrack near you!

Many Standardbreds, like 
the ones pictured here,  
make great pleasure horses 
after they’re done racing.
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This Is Harness Racing

The Racetrack Experience

There is no better place to find out what 
harness racing is all about than at the 
racetrack. Live racing offers pageantry, 
beauty, drama, and, of course, blazing 
speed. It takes less than two minutes to 
convert a first-time visitor into a life-long 
fan.

There are two main areas for harness 
fans to watch the races: the grandstand 
and the clubhouse. The grandstand offers 
general admission, stadium-style seating, 
with “ballpark” food available nearby, 
while the clubhouse offers a more elegant 
experience with restaurant-quality food.

When you walk into the clubhouse or 
grandstand, you will see televisions all 
around. These TVs are simulcasting, or 
broadcasting, races from racetracks all 
over the world to give the bettors more 

wagering options from which to choose. 
Many racetracks also offer slot 

machines or video lottery terminals for 
their patrons to enjoy. These hybrid 
tracks are called “racinos.” Revenues 
from alternative gaming boosts harness 
racing by raising the purses, or the 
amount of money for which the horses 
race. 

There are usually between 10 and 
15 races on any given night and there 

is about 20 minutes between each race. 
This break allows horses to warm up on 
the track for later races and gives bettors 
a chance to study the racing program and 
make their wagers.

Before the race starts, the horses are 
introduced on the track by the announcer 
in the post parade. 

After the post parade, the starting 
gate (the car or truck with “wings” on 
it) leads the horses to the starting line. 
Harness races are almost always one 
mile in length and most are finished in 
less than two minutes. After the race, the 
winning horse and driver return to the 
winner’s circle to get their picture taken 
with the winning owner, trainer and other 
connections.

Pacers vs. Trotters
Harness races are divid-
ed into two gaits: pacers 
and trotters. Horses in 
each race are all racing 
on the same gait.

When pacers race, 
the legs on the same 
side of their body move 
in unison. They can 
also be identified by 
their hobbles, which are 

the loops connecting 
parallel legs that help 
them maintain their 
gait. A horse that can’t

maintain its gait goes 
“off-stride,” which 
means it starts to gallop 
and must move out of 
the way and lose ground 
until it can recover its 
gait. There will usu-
ally be more pacing 
races than trotting races 
during a race card, and 
pacers tend to go faster. 

PACER
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Position Is Everything

With trotters, the 
diagonal legs move in 
unison. The trotting 
gait is more natural for 
the horse, so most do 
not need equipment 
to help them trot, 
although some wear 
loops on their front 
legs to maintain their 
rhythm, called trotting 

hobbles.
The horses you see 

on the track have been 
bred to perform at 

their particular gait. 
While some may be 
able to switch gaits, 
most race at the same 
gait as the generations 
before them. Also, 
the special shoes and 
equipment they wear 
helps them maintain 
that particular gait.

TROTTER

Since the horses are pulling racebikes with drivers, positioning on the race-
track is of the utmost importance in order to get to the finish line first. Here 
are some terms that you might hear the announcer say during the race.

The horse in the lead (1) is in a good spot, but has to cut the mile and has 
no cover. The horse on the outside (2) is parked and first-over, and has to 
cover more ground than the horse in the lead. The horse behind the leader on 
the rail (3) is in the pocket and enjoys both the shortest distance to the finish 
and a horse in front to take the wind, but is boxed in and may not find room 
to advance. The horse behind the first-over horse (4) is second-over and is 
arguably in the best position to win. He has cover and can tip out three-wide 
to sweep to the lead and the win.

1

2

4

3
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This Is Harness Racing

Equipped for Racing
Every piece of equipment used on a Standardbred 
racehorse has been selected specifically for that 
horse’s individual needs. This guide will explain 
some of the equipment most frequently asked 
about by newcomers to the racetrack.

DRIVING COLORS are 
worn by the driver in a 
race. The designs are 
specific to each driver, 
so no matter what horse 
they may be driving, at 
whatever track, they 
always wear the same 
colors.

A WHIP is used to 
encourage the horse 
to move forward. The 
driver strikes the saddle 
pad or racebike shaft 
to signal to the horse to 
keep trying its best.

The RACEBIKE, or sulky, 
is the lightweight cart 
used by the driver. The 
lower and closer the 
driver is to the horse, 
the more aerodynamic 
he will be. 

1 2 3

The SADDLE PAD (along 
with the head number) 
identifies the horse’s 
number in the race 
program. Sometimes 
the saddle pad will 
show a smaller number, 
too, which is the race 
number.

4

1

3

2

BOOTS guard the legs 
against injury. Some-
times a horse’s hoof will 
touch another leg, espe-
cially if it is off-stride.

5
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EAR PLUGS keep a horse 
calm, especially before 
and at the beginning of 
the race. Most ear plugs 
have a strap that con-
nects to the driver’s foot 
so that he can remove 
them, signaling to the 
horse that it is time to 
finish strongly.

A HEADPOLE prevents 
the horse from turning 
its head, which may 
cause it to go off-stride.

A “blind” BRIDLE pre-
vents a horse from see-
ing directly behind them 
or to the side, which 
allows more anxious 
horses to focus only  
on what is happening  
in front of them.

An OVERCHECK is a 
strap that attaches to a 
bit in the horse’s mouth, 
goes over its head and 
between its ears, and 
hooks to the harness. It 
helps keep the horse’s 
head level and its gait 
steady.

4

6 8

8

10

10

HOBBLES are loops that 
go around the horse’s 
legs to keep them on 
gait (see page 4). Pacing 
hobbles connect the 
legs on each side, while 
trotting hobbles connect 
the front legs to a pulley 
underneath the horse’s 
belly.

7

9

9

7

11

A SHADOW ROLL, like 
the blind bridle, keeps 
the horse’s attention on 
the race ahead, instead 
of looking for shadows 
near its feet.

11

5

12

6

A TONGUE TIE is a soft 
piece of fabric that goes 
around the tongue and 
ties under the chin. 
It keeps the tongue 
from getting over the 
bit, which can impede 
breathing and make the 
horse uncon trollable. 

12
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This Is Harness Racing

Make A Bet
No other facet of harness racing involves 
fans as much as betting—also known as wa-
gering. The difference between wagering on 
horse racing and gambling in the casino is 
that in the casino, the odds of winning each 
game are fixed in favor of the casino every 
time you play. Wagering on horse racing is 
called pari-mutuel wagering, which literally 
means “among ourselves.” The payoff odds 
change as money is wagered, meaning that 
you are in fact playing against those wager-
ing on these races from around the world.

SINGLE-RACE WAGERS
Win: Collect if your horse finishes first. 
Place: Collect if your horse finishes first or 
second. 
Show: Collect if your horse finishes first, 
second or third. 
Exacta: Collect if you select the first two 
finishers in exact order. 
Trifecta: Collect if you select the first three 
finishers in exact order. 
Superfecta: Collect if you select the first 
four finishers in exact order. 

The Tote Board 
If you see a single number next to your 
horse on the odds board, for example, “5,” 
then the horse is 5 to 1. This means that, for 
every dollar wagered on that horse to win, 
the winning ticket holder would win about 
$5. Plus, you always get your original bet 
amount back! 

So, for a $2 winning ticket on a 5 to 1 
horse, you would receive about $12. ($5 + 
$5 + your $2 bet = $12.)

Sometimes, when a horse is below the 
odds of 5 to 1, you might see two numbers 
with a dash between them. The odds of 9-2 
(or 41/2-1) or 8-5 are typical examples. In the 
case of 9-2 odds, this means that, for every 
$2 bet, you would get about $11 back.

Handicapping Factors
The astounding number of ways one can go 
about picking a winner is what makes harness 
racing challenging. You don’t have to know 
every bit of information to win a wager, but 
knowing some of the different approaches to 
picking winners will increase your success. 
Visit FanGuide.ustrotting.com for even more 
wagering information. 

Here are some variables to consider when 
looking to make an educated wager:

      The Post Position Factor
Post positions are usually drawn randomly, 
and horses starting from the inside posts sim-
ply have less distance to travel. Pay attention 
to horses in posts 1 through 5, and pay special 
attention to the horses with inside post posi-
tions who had been in higher post positions in 
their last few starts (shown above as 1A); they 
may be due for an improved performance. 

      The Driver Factor 
Drivers, like other athletes, possess varying 
amounts of ability. The top drivers are easy to 
spot by looking at the stats next to their name 
(Total Races-Wins-Seconds-Thirds-Universal 
Driver Rating System, which is a driver’s 

DRIVER

2

2

POST POSITION

1

1

3A

l

l

l
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“batting average”). The drivers with the 
highest UDR know how to best plan out a 
race, and know how and when to get their 
horse to give his all.

      The Class Factor
In order to keep the races competitive, 
horses are divided into stakes, conditioned 
and claiming races (see definitions on page 
11). A horse moving up in class will be facing 
tougher competition. A horse moving down 
in class may find this crowd a bit easier to 
beat. The simplest way to determine class—at 
the same racetrack—is to look at the purse 
amount for each race (shown as 3A above).

      The Trainer Factor
While the driver handles the horse in the race, 
the trainer is responsible for the horse’s care 
the rest of the time. Trainers have statistics 
just like drivers, so look for the highest 
Universal Trainer Rating, or UTR, to find the 
most successful at that track.

      The Time Factor
Almost all harness races are one mile in 
length, so looking at the last few times that 
the horse posted is an important factor. They 
are listed in fifths of a second, so 1543 above 
means a mile time of 1 minute, 54 seconds 
and 3 fifths of a second. Some handicappers 
also pick a horse based on its final quar-
ter-mile time, (shown by 5A above).

      The Performance Factor 
Good horses are able to perform well week 
after week. In the upper right-hand portion of 
each horse’s past performances is the track 
where he won his fastest mile of the year and 
the size of the track on which he raced. Also 
listed is the time of the fastest winning mile 
of the year, number of starts, wins, seconds, 
thirds, and money won for this year and last.

CLASS

3

3

TRAINER

4

4

TIME

5

5

PERFORMANCE

6

6

1A 5A

l

l

l

There are as many ways to pick a winner as 
there are bettors at the track.
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This Is Harness Racing

Main Events

Hambletonian
Arguably, harness racing’s most popular 
event is the Hambletonian (often 
referred to as the Hambo), a 
nationally televised, elite 
trotting race that takes 
place in August at 
Meadowlands Racetrack. 
The race features the top 
3-year-old trotters in the 
sport, racing for more 
than a million dollars in 
purses.

Named after the foun-
dation sire of the Standardbred 
breed, the Hambletonian has been held 
every year since 1926, and contested at the 
Meadowlands since 1981.

Little Brown Jug
One of harness racing’s most hallowed 
events is the Little Brown Jug, a premier 
race for 3-year-old pacers, which is contest-
ed every September in Delaware, Ohio.

Horsemen and fans (usually between 

40,000-50,000) travel from all over the 
world to see this iconic race, which has 

been happening for 70 years, and it 
only takes one magical, summer 

afternoon in the grandstand 
to see why. 

Unlike most races, 
horses competing in the 
Little Brown Jug are re-
quired to win two races on 
the same day before being 

crowned cham pion. This 
definitely makes things more 

challenging, and many fans would 
argue, even more exciting.

Breeders Crown 
For one weekend in late fall, the top trotters 
and pacers of all ages meet in the Breeders 
Crown to compete for more than $5 million 
in purses. The horses are grouped by age, 
gait and gender. The winners of each Breed-
ers Crown race are generally considered to 
be the best in their class. 

HARNESS RACING, much like the human and equine par-
ticipants who compete in the sport, comes in all different 
shapes and sizes. Some races are multimillion-dollar events, 
while others are contested simply for love of the game. But 
whatever your preferred style of racing is, you can be sure 
that Standardbreds have got you covered.

Trophy Case
Harness racing 
hardware from 
the sport’s top 
contests

THE HAMBLETONIAN LITTLE BROWN JUG BREEDERS CROWN
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While the very best gather 
for racing’s biggest events, 
there are races being held 
almost every day of the 
year, for horses of every 
level of talent and speed. 
Those major races are 
called “stakes” races, while 
the everyday races are 
called “overnights.” The dif-
ference lies in when each 
horse’s owner decides to 
enter them in that race.

In stakes races, the 
owners of the horses make 
periodic payments long be-
fore the horse ever makes 
it to the races; they are 
putting up “stakes” that 
their horse will someday 

race in that major event 
and make their owners’ 
money back—along with 
thousands of dollars more.

In overnight races, own-
ers enter their horse in that 
race just a few days before, 
with no entry fee. They 
race for a purse—mean-
ing the prize pool for the 
race—made up of revenue 
generated by wagering on 
other races, and in some 
states, a percentage of the 
revenue generated by the 
video lottery terminals in 

place at the track.
Overnight races can 

be divided into condi-
tioned races, meaning 
the horse is classified by 
how many races it has 
won or how much money 
it has—or hasn’t—won 
recently. The top level of 
overnights might be called 
an Open, or Invitational, 
or Free-For-All, and is for 
the track’s best horses. 
Horses in claiming races 
are all for sale for that 
amount. Owners go into 
a claiming race knowing 
that someone else can 
buy that horse from them 
for that price.

Racing at the Fair

In the early days of harness racing, county fairs provided an ideal venue for friends and 
neighbors to race their horses against one another. 

As time has passed, county and state fair harness racing has remained. More than 200 
fairs in 22 states host harness racing, giving novice horses and horsemen a chance to get 
some experience before heading to the bright lights and fast pace of a pari-mutuel racetrack.

While many fair races are designed with beginners in mind, there are also several Grand 
Circuit races that take place at prominent fairgrounds around the country. Like NASCAR, 
the Grand Circuit is a series of races that are contested at different racetracks, both at fairs 
and pari-mutuel tracks.

A trip to watch county fair racing is a rewarding experience that shouldn’t be missed.  
For more information about fairs in your area, visit Fairs.ustrotting.com.

 Stakes vs.  
Overnights
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This Is Harness Racing

A History of Harness Racing
Harness racing in the United States has a 
rich and colorful history. From its humble 
back-roads beginnings to the systemized, 
standardized, multimillion-dollar busi-
ness we know today, Standardbred racing 
has been an integral part of the American 
story.

Harness racing first emerged on the 
scene as a fun, recreational activity for 
neighbors who owned horses (which  
was nearly everyone) to earn bragging 
rights and compete against one another. 
These early races initially took place on 
country roads and village streets, but as 
the informal events grew more popular, 
racetracks were built to accommodate the 
horsemen and fans.

The first harness racing tracks were 
opened in the mid-1800s, but harness 
racing events could be found as early as 

1825 at county fairs all around the coun-
try. And by the mid-20th century, harness 
racing was the fastest-growing sport in 
America.

Today, harness racing can still be 
found at county fairs and numerous 
racetracks across the U.S. The sport is 
also popular in other countries including 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, France 
and Sweden.

    NIATROSS
As a 3-year-old, Niatross was the 
first Standardbred to top $2 million 
in earnings in a career. He also was 
the first Standardbred ever to break 
the 1:50 barrier when he was timed in 
1:49.1 in Lexington, Ky., in 1980.

1

1

Here are some of history’s finest 
Standardbred racehorses:



13

Night at the 
Museum

Not far from where the 
great Hambletonian 
laid the foundation 
for the Standardbred 
breed is the home of 
the Harness Racing 
Museum and Hall 
of Fame in Goshen, 
N.Y. Every year, over 
Fourth of July week-
end, racing dignitaries 
gather to induct the 
newest Hall of Fame 
members.

During that week, 
Goshen is also the 
home of exciting 
racing at Historic 
Track, which has 
been hosting harness 
racing since 1838, 
making it the world’s 
oldest active harness 
track. Because of this 
rich history, Goshen 
has been called the 
“Cradle of the Trotter.” 
Visit their website at 
HarnessMuseum.com.

    
   
    BRET HANOVER
From 1964-1966, Bret Hanover was the best 
horse in harness racing, as evidenced by his 
three Horse of the Year awards, and he was 
also one of the greatest pacers ever to look 
through a bridle. Bret Hanover won 62 of 68 
races in his career, including many premier 
events such as the Little Brown Jug, Messen-
ger Stakes and Cane Pace. He retired as the 
fastest and richest Standardbred of all time.

    DAN PATCH
An unmatched celebrity in his time, Dan Patch 
set many records and never lost a race. He was 
celebrated with memorabilia and merchandise 
and was America’s most famous athlete, human 
or equine, at the turn of the 20th century.

2

3

2

3



Want to Get Involved?

What makes harness racing great is 
the wide range of opportunities to 
get into the sport. From betting to 
owning to driving to riding, Standard-
breds and harness racing truly offer 
something for everyone.

Get in the Zone 
The Harness Racing FanZone (Harness
RacingFanZone.com) is the first place to 
visit to see all that is great about harness 
racing. There are stories about the stars 
of the sport—both human and equine—as 
well as news and notes on people that are 
doing fantastic things in racing.

Own a Racehorse
Where else can you own your own sports 
franchise without being a billionaire? In 
harness racing, it only takes a minimal in-
vestment to have even more reasons to go 
to the track. Visit FanGuide.ustrotting.
com for more information on going from 
watching in the grandstand to smiling in 
the winner’s circle.

Get in the Driver’s Seat
While those drivers you see on the track 
are seasoned professionals, that doesn’t 
mean that there is no room for everyone 
else to take the reins and start driving. 
There are several circuits in the U.S. and 

Canada for “amateur” drivers that want 
you to join them. By day they are doctors, 
lawyers, truck drivers and business 
owners, but under the lights they don their 
racing colors and hit the track. The USTA 
also hosts an annual Driving School 
where anyone can learn to be a driver. 
Visit FanGuide.ustrotting.com to find out 
more.

Get in the Saddle
Name a horse sport, and a Standardbred 
can do it. They are just as athletic under 
saddle as they are pulling a racebike, so 
whether you are into dressage, endurance, 
western or roadster, give a Standardbred a 
try. Visit LifeAfterRacing.ustrotting.com 
to find out more.

For the Kids
There are several programs around the 
country for kids to get involved, too.  
The Harness Horse Youth Foundation 
(www.HHYF.org) hosts a series of camps 
each summer for kids of all ages to learn 
to care for and drive horses.

United States Trotting Association, 6130 S. Sunbury Rd., Westerville, OH 43081
Phone (toll free U.S. and Canada): 877.800.8782 l  Phone: 614.224.2291 l  www.ustrotting.com


