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IntroductIon

Possibly the best place to begin is with the Thoroughbred 
horse breed’s the General Stud Book (GSB) of  Britain and 
Ireland. This is the oldest and longest running registry of  
the Thoroughbred horse. They established a way to record 
through pedigrees, performance records, and progeny, those 
horses that have value because of  their contributions of  spe-
cific physical traits to the racing industry. Of  course, in the 
case of  the GSB, a horse’s racing records were and are of  
the utmost importance because these “runners” as they were 
called in the past, became the future of  the breed.  

one of  the most important tools used by the GSB is a pedi-
gree (parental genealogy tree), which is the authentication re-
cord for a horse. These records were the basis for the horses 
included in the stud book as authentic Thoroughbred horses. 
This recorded authentication gives credibility and adds value 
to a horse, as well as to its descendants. 

The breed Registry is the organization that oversees the au-
thentication process. They establish the criteria, rules, and pro-
cesses for registering horses. A registry documents the horse 
throughout its lifetime; it records production, performance, 
and each succeeding owner, therefore providing an ongoing-
recorded history. owning a registered horse with a recorded 
pedigree, progeny production, show record, and race record 
definitely increases the marketability of  that individual.

IntroductIon
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In england and Ireland, organized horseracing began in the 
1600’s. however, evidence supports the existence of  racing 
competition as early as 1074. To date, the Thoroughbred breed 
of  horse is the most documented of  any in existence. These 
horses evolved primarily through the efforts of  private British 
breeders who began crossing their native mares with stallions 
imported from North Africa, Arabia, and the Middle east (note 
that many changes have occurred in the national borders and 
emerging countries in this region since the time of  these early 
importations.). 

These truly visionary people recognized that the Arabian horse’s 
physical traits of  stamina, strong bone, speed, and intelligence 
were valuable characteristics to breed into their horses used for 
racing in Great Britain. By using Arabian stallions with native 
mares, British breeders were able to create a new breed of  race-
horse, the Thoroughbred. 

According to the GSB, every modern Thoroughbred horse can 
trace its ancestry back to one of  three founding sires – the Go-
dolphin Arabian, the Byerley Turk, and the darley Arabian. 
Later written accounts document that many other “oriental” 
stallions were also used to infuse Arabian characteristics into 
the Thoroughbred; some estimates are as high as 160 stallions. 
That is another study in and of  its own. At this time, I will high-
light the three most well known stallions whose histories were all 
recorded in the herd books of  privately owned studs.
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the Byerley turk

According to Thoroughbred heritage, the story of  the Byerley Turk 
begins during the Seige of  Buda in hungary. In 1688, a stallion was 
taken from a captured Turkish officer by Captain Robert Byerley, of  
the Sixth dragoon Guards under king william III. The horse was be-
lieved to be about eight years old at the time, placing his year of  birth 
at around 1679. In 1689, Captain Byerley was dispatched to Ireland; 
he took the stallion with him. Byerley used the stallion as his war horse 
during the Battle of  the Boyne, July 12, 1690. 

The Byerley Turk entered stud at the family seat at Middridge Grange, 
County Durham and later stood at Byerley’s Goldsborough Hall, near 
knaresborough, in yorkshire, england. The Byerley Turk was at stud as 
late as 1701, the year he sired Basto, foaled in 1702. Basto is considered 
the Byerley Turk’s most important son. Basto was bred by Sir william 
Ramsden, who also bred the famous Byerley Turk Mare, founder of  
family #1. Perhaps the Byerley Turk’s most influential son was Jigg, the 
sire of  Partner, “a capital horse”, that was a tremendous runner and an 
extremely influential sire. It was Partner’s son Tartar, which carried the 
Byerley Turk sireline into the future of  the Thoroughbred horse.

the darley araBIan

historical documents state, “The darley Arabian  was foaled in Syria, 
late March or early April in the year 1700. The horse whose original 
name was “Ras el fedowi,” translated as “The headstrong one”, be-
came immortalized as the darley Arabian. 

In Thomas darley’s own words, “he was immediately striking owing 
to his handsome appearance and exceedingly elegant carriage. Stand-
ing at 15 hands in 1703, (he was) tall for an Arabian horse of  the time.” 

Although the darley Arabian never raced, he covered mares at Aldby 
Park from 1705 until 1719, and lived until the advanced age of  30. 
his genes added speed to those of  stronger english horses of  the time. 
Through his offspring, including his great grandson, the famous and 
never beaten Eclipse, he has had the greater influence of  the three 
foundation stallions of  the Thoroughbred breed. his bloodline is said 
to be present in 80 or 90% of  today’s racehorses.

from “The darley Arabian”, by Peter darley.
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the GodolphIn araBIan

According to Anne Peters of  Thoroughbred heritage, few horses 
have such a colorful history but with very little supporting informa-
tion as this particular stallion. The legend of  this stallion truly dem-
onstrates the power of  oral history, which was later written without 
any substantiation. one story tells us that the Bev of  Tunis present-
ed the stallion as a tribute gift to the king of  france. It seems the 
stallion was originally called Shami, and after he fell out of  favor at 
the royal court, he was cast out and became a common workhorse 
(highly unlikely). Supposedly, he was pulling a lowly water cart in 
Paris when an Englishman, Edward Coke, saw him. Edward Coke 
admired and purchased the horse and then brought him to eng-
land in 1729 from france, this is a documented fact. 

Later, the stallion became “The Godolphin Arabian” because of  
his best-known owner, francis Godolphin, the Second earl of  Go-
dolphin (c.1724 – 1753). Lord Godolphin inherited the horses of  
Edward Coke who died quite young at age 32. This stallion also 
has stories written about him that are undocumented and seem to 
be simply oral history. one of  these is a story of  the stallions Go-
dolphin and Hogoblin fighting over the lovely mare Roxana. This 
battle is often portrayed in art; true or not, it makes a great art 
piece! however, the Godolphin Arabian and the mare Roxana did 
produce the stallion Lath; the greatest racehorse in england after 
Flying Childers, sired by The Darley Arabian. A second mating of  
The Godolphin Arabian and Roxana produced the stallion Cade, 
the sire of  the great Matchem, who carried on the sire line of  The 
Godolphin Arabian. In 1850, it was noted, “the blood of  The Go-
dolphin Arabian is in every stable in england.” 

The Godolphin ArAbiAn
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Stud Book hIStory

James Weatherby was the first to publish, Introduction to a General 
Stud Book, in 1791. This book was an attempt to collect and record 
pedigrees from individual breeders’ herd books of  horses racing 
then and in the past. It was an almost impossible feat to accomplish 
in those times because racehorses often did not receive a name until 
they had a racing record. This resulted in a book full of  errors due 
to the name changes. however, it still proved to be a popular book. 
Later, in 1793, General Stud Book, Volume 1,was published. It con-
tained many more pedigrees and was a good deal more accurate. 
This book, General Stud Book, Volume 1, went through several re-
visions with the most important ones noted in the years 1803, 1808, 
1827, 1859, and 1891. The weatherbys have owned the GSB from 
the beginning, but it is now also under the additional governance 
of  two horse racing authorities that cover the united kingdom. 
one is the British horse Racing Authority in Great Britain, histori-
cally the Jockey Club, and the other is Horse Racing Ireland for all 
of  the island of  Ireland, including Northern Ireland. every four 
years the GSB prints a new book, with the last publication made in 
2009. The GSB now requires DNA typing for registration in order 
to prove parentage and to ensure the highest level of  accuracy. 

In 1791, James weatherby had the foresight to recognize that re-
cording the parentage, foal production, race records, breeders, and 
owners, gave value, credibility, and created a market for people fo-
cused on racing horses. At that time in history, unlike now, there 
were no governmental agencies involved in watching over agricul-
ture/livestock endeavors for specific countries. Things have changed 
since the first General Stud Book in Great Britain. Today, most gov-
ernments of  countries are involved in establishing the standards for 
breed registrations in order to create stud books.  

unIted StateS and the araBIan horSe

America has early ties to the Arabian horse. Nathan harrison of  Vir-
ginia imported the first Arabian stallion in 1725. This horse reportedly 
sired 300 foals from local mares. Our first President, George Washing-
ton, as the story goes, traded his Arabian, Magnolia, for five thousand 
acres and later rode a half-Arabian horse named Blueskin during the 
war. The first Arabian horse breeder of  consequence was A. Keene 
Richard. he journeyed to the deserts of  Arabia in 1853 and again in 
1856. Because of  this experience, he later imported several stallions 
and two mares. however, the breeding program that A. keene Rich-
ard established faded away because of  the Civil War.
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on May 15, 1862, Abraham Lincoln signed into law the Agricul-
tural Act, which established the u.S. department of  Agriculture. 
This American governmental agency set most of  the criteria for the 
importation of  all animals. They asked for a provenance of  docu-
mented parentage from the exporting country as a requirement for 
the importation of  Arabian horses used to establish the breed here 
in the united States. 

In 1877, General ulysses S. Grant visited his Imperial Majesty, the 
Sultan of  Turkey, Abdul hamid II. The Sultan presented Grant 
with two stallions from his royal stable, Leopard and Lindentree. 
Interestingly, Lindentree in his record had the notation that he was 
a Barb and never had any progeny. Grant gave the stallion Leopard 
to Randolph huntington. In 1888, huntington imported two Ara-
bian mares and two Arabian stallions from england. This program, 
limited as it was, became the first purebred Arabian horse breeding 
program in the united States.

 The Chicago World’s Fair, held in 1893, drew widespread public 
attention and had an important influence upon the Arabian horse 

in America. while every country in the world received an invitation 
to participate, Turkey chose to exhibit 45 Arabian horses in a “wild 
eastern” exhibition. Among the imported Arabians shown were 
the mare Nejdme and the stallion, Obeyran. Both subsequently be-
came foundation bloodstock; officially listed as No. 1 and No. 2, re-
spectively, in the Arabian Stud Book of  America. Again, visionary 
people of  means, including diplomats and soldiers, recognized the 
unique qualities of  Arabian horses and imported them to establish 
those same inheritable traits as seen in the deserts of  Arabia – here 
in America. 

As such, these horses had a recorded number, but not until 1908 was 
there a “recognized” Arabian stud book in America. The Arabian 
Horse Club of  America began in 1908; it established the first registry 
and created the first stud book for the Purebred Arabian horse in the 
United States. The first Arabian Horse Club oversaw the printing of  
the stud book and they became the registrars of  the breed as well. 
This same club included such famous folks as Albert harris, henry 
Babson, Roger Selby and J.M. dickinson. world travelers homer 
davenport and w.R. Brown were also instrumental in the creation 
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of  the Arabian horse stud book here in the united States. daven-
port was an American diplomat and Brown was a remount agent 
for the U.S. Army’s Cavalry. The breeding programs these two 
men created are still evident today. 

Eventually, the Arabian Horse Club of  America evolved into The 
Arabian horse Registry of  America, which is now a part of  the 
Arabian horse Association, as we know it today. The half-Arabian 
Registry is a recognized segment of  The Arabian horse Registry, 
but they have their own rules and criteria in order to be registered. 
over the past one hundred years, there have been many revisions 
to the stud book and The Arabian horse Registry has updated 
its rules. Science now plays an important role for many breeds, 
including ours, in establishing parentage through dNA testing, 
which is now required in order to register an Arabian horse. 

In closing, human nature being what it is, our need to be right or 
validate our perspective, has people arguing over bloodlines and 
putting their own personal spin on certain lines via oral recounting. 
Many tales are historical stories of  bloodlines handed down from 
generation to generation. In some cases, these “oral stories” may be 
true. however, the reality is that “stories” have no part in any breed 
stud book. while these stories are entertaining and sometimes in-
formative, most are not documented. Additionally, history has re-
peatedly shown these stories are from one person’s perspective, and 
are not an exact means to determine the legitimacy for any blood-
line. Moreover, we accept that over the years, mistakes were made 
in early Arabian horse records such as incorrect spellings, wrong 
color, incorrect markings, or mistaken identity, just like the original 
GSB. Later, when discovered, the errors were corrected upon veri-
fication. However, regardless of  mistakes, I think we need to respect 
the breeders who kept the horses’ history as an oral recitation. After 
all, this tradition is an important part of  Arabian horse history. 
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concluSIon

The designation of  “pure”, in today’s world, is a misnomer when 
applied to any Arabian horse. After all, when looking at any Ara-
bian’s pedigree we see that at some point its lineage traces to “des-
ert Bred”, which means it was born somewhere in the desert. The 
ability to establish parentage did not become readily available in 
a written form until the mid to late 1800’s and it is yet to be de-
termined in a purely scientific way. The evolving science of  mito-
chondrial dNA may at some point be the only means available to 
provide definitive data on origin.

however, nothing changes the fact that once a stud book is estab-
lished, those horses listed as the “foundation bloodstock” are the 
basis for all horses going forward, even if  it is later determined 
that the parentage listed was inaccurate. only notations to the cor-
rect parentage is allowed and not always by a registry. Possibly, in 
the future, through science such as mitochondrial dNA, we may 
as a breed, choose to allow the stud books to be changed. In the 
meantime, breeders, owners, and Arabian horse enthusiasts need 
to recognize and be grateful to those visionary people that had the 
foresight to recognize the value of  this special breed and document 
the horses of  their generation. It is because of  their efforts that we 
can still enjoy our Arabian horses, which remains the oldest breed 
on earth. Now, it is up to us to follow the lead of  our predecessors 
and continue breeding forward and striving to retain those special 
characteristics that have so endeared the Arabian horse to humans 
all over the world.

~  fINI  ~
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resources:

- Bred for Perfection; Shorthorn Cattle, Collies, and Arabian 
Horses since 1800: Margaret Derry
- Thoroughbred Heritage Web Site, Anne Peters
- Arabian Horse Data Source Web Site, Arabian Horse 
Association, William Allison 
- The British Thoroughbred Horse: His History and Breeding, 
G. Richards, London, 1901
- “The darley Arabian”, by Peter darley
- The Arabian Horse Stud Book, Volume 1 and Volume 11, 
Arabian Horse Club of America, Washington D.C. 
- The private library and art collection of Chrsitie and 
Henry Metz
- Katrina Murray, United Kingdom, WAHO Executive Secre-
tary, authority on registration procedures, breeder and national 
judge
- Wikipedia. This author and breeder loves Wikipedia. How-
ever, I strongly encourage verifying facts and resources.

“And then Mr. Riddle began to think about the Godolphin Arabian. He 
had not raced at Newmarket either. And he had no pedigree at all. It 
had been lost. He had to write a new one with his own blood, the blood 
that flowed in the veins of his sons and daughters. Man O’War could do 
that too. The great son could follow in the footsteps of his famous ances-
tor. He could live on in his colts and grandcolts. They could win the races 
at Newmarket. But it was not easy for Mr. Riddle to convince his friends 
that this plan was the right one. Often he had to go back two hundred 
years and tell them the story of the Godolphin Arabian.”  
 
King of the Wind: The Story of the Godolphin Arabian,
by Marguerite Henry
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