
A look ahead to Cheltenham 

I’ve had an iffy enough time on the tipping front in truth but there’s nothing like the looming 

‘Festival Season’ to get the blood pumping. If you can’t get excited about what is on the horizon, I’m 

not sure jumps racing is for you. Now I’m not one to have a long mental lead in period to the 

Cheltenham Festival. I only get serious a week or so before, with all the stats/trends prep long 

completed by then. I like the Festival as it’s the ultimate punting test, especially when like me you 

tend to focus on the handicaps.  

When going through a rut it can help to think back to former glories. The 2018 Cheltenham Festival 

and the six weeks that followed were my best punting period to date in this game. Part of that was 

linked to the frost days leading up to the meeting, resulting in some mental down time. I’ll be trying 

to take it easy again leading up to Festival week, as it doesn’t get more intense really. And it’s non 

stop even after the last day with Aintree, Ayr and Punchestown coming thick and fast.  

Last year wasn’t too bad, from my 12 target races… 5 winners, +68 points… 

Vintage Clouds 3rd / Shantou Flyer 2nd / Knight of Noir UP/ Ms Parfois 2nd / Duel At Dawn UP 

/Testify UP/ Mr Whitaker WON 9/1/ Bleu Berry WON 28/1 /Barra 3rd/ Fix Le Kap / Turning Gold 5th/ 

Mastermind UP / Lovenormoney UP/  Sykes UP / Last Goodbye UP / Willie Boy Fell / Sugar Baron UP/ 

Final Nudge UP/ Missed Approach WON 12/1 / Flying Tiger UP /Whisky Sour 3rd /Brelade UP 

/Smaoineamh Alainn UP /Discorama 2nd  /Blow By Blow WON 12/1 /Dresden Fell /Some Plan Fell 

/Dolos UP /Kilbrichen Storm WON 50/1  / Mulcahys Hill UP 

I’m still regretting the ½ point on Kilbrichen Storm! Anyway, you can only look back for so long and 

reminisce, but I could do with matching that week again, which will be tough.  

I’ve yet to have a losing Cheltenham Festival since I started blogging in late 2013 and part of that 

success I think is down to my unique trends/stats, some of which focus on trainer behaviour and 

other pointers.  

There are also some general profile pointers to look out for, especially in handicap hurdles. Many of 

the winners have big field form, even if winning an 18 runner maiden hurdle or something. Plenty of 

them have spent the season running in Graded small field novice races, often lacking pace. A decent 

run in a Grade 1, 2 or 3 is some indication that they have class. These horses often rock up to a big 

field Festival handicap with plenty of pace to settle off, which they haven’t had for a while, and that 

can bring about all sorts of improvement. Many will be running on better ground for the first time 

this season. There’s some caution this year as clearly, it’s been an odd season, with the lack of very 

soft/heavy races being run. When you add in a focus on those that are unexposed, may have some 

sort of ‘festival’ form already, and have powerful connections who may have done well in the race 

before (Mullins + Elliot, Gigginstown, Nicholls + Skelton for example), you have a potent profile in 

which to home in on. You do need 10+lb in hand to win a Festival handicap and often if you’ve 

shown your hand fully, you’re in trouble.  

In this article I thought I’d have a closer look at Mullins and Elliot and a look at the ‘last time out 

tracks’ which point to a good run at The Festival.  

 

 

 



First, I thought I’d touch on Festival Trials Day from Cheltenham, run on Sat 26th January.  

Whether or not this meeting will be a guide to The Festival, only time will tell, but historically it’s 
thrown up a few winners. In the last decade 21 horses that ran on trials day have gone to win again 
next time out at the big one in March. Of note, for the Festival… 

 

3 of those 21 Festival winners were winning the Close Brother’s Novices Handicap Chase, including 
last year’s winner Mr Whitaker.  
 
Kildisart may be popular if turning up in the Festival equivalent. Highway One O One looks like he ran 
up to his mark, but that bold jumping, front running style should win him plenty of handicaps, 
especially if returning to somewhere like Kempton. Not many will live with him from the front at the 
right level.  
 
Spirit of The Games could be the one to take out of this. It was a decent run off top weight, after a 
57 day break and more importantly without the cheekpieces, which he hasn’t work for a few runs 
now. He ran a cracker in last year’s Betfair Hurdle and then at the Festival, beaten 5.5L in the 
County. 2m4f appears to be his trip and I would think a big run is in the offing if turning up in the 
Close Brother’s at Cheltenham. Or maybe they will run him in The Grand Annual, which given the 
pace they go may suit. I’d be surprised if he ran over further yet but he is a point winner and maybe 
in time 3m will be his trip. He looks sure to go well over 2m-2m4f at the Festival, wherever he rocks 
up, or at Aintree or Ayr. He must have a decent handicap chase in him.  
 
Do also note… 
 
that…Paul Nicholls and Nicky Henderson… the two UK master jumps trainers have had 22 runners at 
the Festival (sent off 16/1 or shorter) that ran on Trials Day last time out, with 7 going on to 
win..  So, keep an eye on … Adjali / Dogon / Janika / Brelan D’As / Frodon / Valtor / Terrefort / 
Birchdale… are any of these Festival winners in waiting? 
 

Looking back, I do wonder if Brelan D’As is being aimed at The Grand Annual which Nicholls’ has 

liked to target in recent years. I thought he’d stay this trip on the 26th but I’m not sure he did. A 

strongly run 2m up that hill may be ideal for this strong travelling sort. He would need to jump better 

I think but could sneak in near the bottom of the weights.  

Frodon…well speaking as someone who is lucky to own shares in a couple of racehorses (Blessed To 

Empress and Really Super with White Diamond Racing/Amy Murphy) I can tell you that if he was 

mine I’d be tilting at windmills and going for The Gold Cup. He probably won’t see it out, but when 

you have a horse fit and in form, you must go for the best race you can. A year is a long time in this 

game and they could always aim him at the Ryanair next year, he’d only be 8.  

Terrefort looks sure to run a big race this spring, wherever he turns up and we shall see if any of the 

others run. Janika looked like he may have been outbattled to my eyes (or it was inexperience) but 

he’s clearly got a nice race or two in him.  

* 

 

 

 



 

To the Festival Maestros, Willie Mullins and Gordon Elliot  

Willie Mullins 

The table below looks at all of Willie Mullins’ Festival winners from the previous 10 meetings, and 

the tracks those winners ran at on their last start. You can see that Leopardstown and Punchestown 

stand out somewhat. Whereas Gowran Park hasn’t been a very good prep track in recent years.  

Track LTO Bets Wins Win% P/L(SP) Places Place% P/L(BF) 

Leopardstown 149 22 14.77 17.64 50 33.56 41.73 

Punchestown 56 10 17.86 -20.64 16 28.57 -16.97 

Fairyhouse 35 3 8.57 -14.7 11 31.43 -10.16 

Navan 28 2 7.14 -17.5 5 17.86 -16.61 

Limerick 4 2 50 15.5 2 50 15.8 

Sandown 2 2 100 28 2 100 29.69 

Kempton 3 2 66.67 0.8 2 66.67 1.01 

Clonmel 14 1 7.14 -1 4 28.57 0.59 

Cheltenham 12 1 8.33 -9.25 5 41.67 -9.31 

Naas 24 1 4.17 -18.5 6 25 -13.41 

Thurles 12 1 8.33 14 2 16.67 18.39 

Ascot 4 1 25 -2.33 3 75 -2.15 

Warwick 5 1 20 2 2 40 3.03 

Tramore 1 0 0 -1 0 0 -1 

Killarney 1 0 0 -1 0 0 -1 

Curragh 2 0 0 -2 0 0 -2 

Huntingdon 1 0 0 -1 0 0 -1 

Doncaster 4 0 0 -4 3 75 -4 

Dundalk 1 0 0 -1 0 0 -1 

Newbury 7 0 0 -7 2 28.57 -7 

Down Royal 2 0 0 -2 0 0 -2 

Downpatrick 1 0 0 -1 0 0 -1 

Cork 3 0 0 -3 0 0 -3 

Gowran Park 31 0 0 -31 4 12.9 -31 

 

Punchestown  

Odds 

Those sent off 7/2 or shorter at Cheltenham, having run at Punchestown LTO… 

15 bets / 9 wins / 12p / 60% sr / +7 SP / +9 BFSP  

This appears to be a decent ‘way in’ for the fancied runners albeit it should be noted that the great 

Quevega is responsible for 6 of those winners!  

His handicappers that ran here LTO are 0/17, 2 places.  

Leopardstown  

Odds 

All winners have been 25/1 or shorter SP 

134 bets / 22 wins / 50 places / 16% sr / +32 SP / +56 BFSP  

At the last two meetings he’s been: 8/38, 15p, +71 BFSP  

This could well be a change in prep direction, and we shall see if it repeats this year!  

 



 

Handicap Hurdlers 

Of most interest to this handicap punter is that his handicap hurdlers at Cheltenham, having run at 

Leopardstown LTO are: 23 bets / 5 wins / 9 places / 22% sr / +78 BFSP  

All winners have been 20/1 or shorter, 0/7,0p 33/1+.  

ALL of these winners had RUN at Grade 2 or Grade 1 level before, in fact those that had run at G1 

level are 4/11,6p, +77 BFSP  

All had 3 or 4 career wins already: 5/15,7p, +86 BFSP  

Those with a graded win to their name already: 4/9,5p, +83 BFSP  

All 5 winners ran in a graded race LTO: 5/16,7p, +86 BFSP. (0/7,2p those that did not)  

More generally….  

A micro… 

• Willie Mullins 

• Cheltenham Festival 

• Handicap Hurdle  

• Had run in a G1 in career 

• 3-6 career wins  

• 25/1 or shorter SP 

19 bets / 5 wins / 8p / 26% sr / +78 SP / +97 BFSP  

(4/14,5p the last 4 Festivals)  

 

Interestingly, that profile points to a few more winners trained in Ireland… 

• G Elliot: 2/12,4p, +21 BFSP 

• P Kelly: 1/1, +13 

• Jessie Harrington: 1/3,2p, +16  

• T Mullins: 1/2,1p, +27  

Paul Nicholls and Nicky Henderson, with the same profile: 0/29, 2p.  

 

That means, that those 5 Irish trainers combined, with that micro profile above in handicap hurdles… 

37 bets / 10 wins / 16p / 27% sr / +139 SP / +173 BFSP / AE 3.6  

(7/22,8p the last four festivals)  

All winners actually had 3-5 career wins, but 6 wins are 0/5,3 places.  

All English trained horses with that same profile: 1/111, 10p, -90 (the winner trained by M Jefferson)  

 



* 

Gordon Elliot  

The LTO tracks that have produced all of Elliot’s Festival winners in the last decade…. 

Track LTO Bets Wins Win% P/L(SP) Places Place% ROI(SP) P/L(BF) P/L(Plc) 

Leopardstown 42 7 16.67 23.73 21 50 56.5 39.2 28.83 

Punchestown 11 3 27.27 13.5 5 45.45 122.73 18.93 6.87 

Thurles 7 3 42.86 21.25 4 57.14 303.57 26.43 4.04 

Fairyhouse 16 2 12.5 9 6 37.5 56.25 11.28 4.02 

Cheltenham 5 2 40 8 3 60 160 10.51 9.87 

Naas 9 2 22.22 22.5 3 33.33 250 36.37 7.52 

Navan 11 1 9.09 23 1 9.09 209.09 36.55 -3.61 

Gowran Park 10 1 10 -1 3 30 -10 0.71 -1.12 

Wexford 1 1 100 16 1 100 1600 25 5.98 

 

All runners that ran at Punchestown and Thurles look like they can be backed blind.  

Elliot is a ridiculous 17/69,30p with all runners here at the last 3 Festivals, that ran at those tracks 

above LTO. +165 BFSP.  

Handicaps  

In the handicaps he’s 9/58, 24p, +113 BFSP 

• Punchestown/Thurles: 4/9, 5p, +47 BFSP  

• Those aged 7 or 8: 4/16,9p, +29 BFSP 

• Those making handicap debut in that code (so handicap chase debut): 6/26,10p, +115 BFSP  

• 1 career win in NH race type: 6/19,10p, +101 BFSP  

• ALL 9 winners had yet to win in handicap national hunt race type (so running in handicap 

hurdle but yet to win a handicap hurdle) : 9/41,19p, +131 BFSP (0/17,5p had)  

• Those that had yet to win above C4 or C5 (Irish Equiv): 6/21,12p, +112 BFSP  

 

* 

That’s all for this month’s article.  

I hope you have found some of that content useful. I’d be mildly surprised if it doesn’t point to a few 

nice winners, but such has been the dry winter (which is unusual) who knows if that will have an 

impact on those typical ‘profiles’ above.  

Happy Punting,  

Josh  

 


