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First Horse Races in North America/Virginia (1665/1674)
The first race-course in North America was built on the Salisbury Plains 
(now known as the Hempstead Plains) of Long Island, New York in 1665.
The present site of Belmont Park is on the Western edge of the Hempstead 
Plains.  In 1665, the first horse racing meet in North America was held at 
this race-course called “Newmarket” after the famous track in England.

These early races were match events between two or three horses and 
were run in heats at a distance of 3 or 4 miles; a horse had to complete in 
at least two heats to be judged the winner. By the mid-18th century, single, 
"dash" races of a mile or so were the norm.

Virginia's partnership with horses began back in 1610 with the arrival of the 
first horses to the Virginia colonies.  Forward thinking Virginia colonists 
began to improve upon the speed of these short stocky horses by 
introducing some of the best early imports from England into their local 
bloodlines.

Horse racing has always been popular in Virginia, especially during 
Colonial times when one-on-one matches took place down village streets, 
country lanes and across level pastures. Some historians claim that the 
first American Horse races were held near Richmond in Enrico County 
(now Henrico County), Virginia, in 1674.



A Match Race at Tucker’s 
Quarter Paths – painting by Sam 
Savitt

Boston vs Fashion (The Great 
Match Race)

Early Racing in 
America



The first Thoroughbred horse imported 
into the American Colonies was Bulle
Rock (GB), who was imported in 1730 by 
Samuel Gist of Hanover County, 
Virginia.  He was 21 years old and had 
been a successful race horse in Britain.

Importation of Thoroughbreds into America

Byerley Turk Darley Arabian



Fearnought (GB) (Leading Sire in America Pre-1776)

Fearnought (1755) was the most important colonial 
era sire in America and the most important stallion 
until the arrival of Medley in 1784, some say even up 
to Diomed (imported in 1798). His sire was Regulus, 
one of the best racing sons of the Godolphin Arabian
and many times a leading sire of winners in England. 
Fearnought was a King's Plate winner, won four mile 
heats under high weights and so was considered the 
most desirable of specimens for importation to 
improve the small, sprinting types prevalent at the 
time in the Virginia Colony. 

He was a big, bright bay horse, very nearly 16 hands 
high, and very strongly made. So it came to pass 
that when Virginian Colonel John Baylor sent a 
very specific order for the kind of stallion he was 
looking for to his agent in England, the word came 
back that Fearnought fit the description perfectly. 
Baylor had asked for "a most beautiful strong bay at 
least 14.3 hands high, as much higher as possible, 
provided he has beauty, strength and sp't with it, and 
one that had won some Kings plates with a pedigree 
at full length and cert. of age under a noblemen's 
hand as most of the list belong ot noble'n." Regulus by the Godolphin Arabian



Medley (GB) was the most significant American stallion during the last 
quarter of the 1700s, reigning between the eras of *Fearnought and *Diomed. 
He was a horse of extraordinary beauty and class who passed on his best 
qualities to his offspring with great consistency. 

*Medley was a grey colt foaled in 1776 and bred in England by Lord 
Grosvenor.  His sire was the tough little Gimcrack, also a grey, and a very 
popular horse in his racing days. *Medley was owned during his racing career 
by "the wild" Sir John Lade. The grey horse was a very successful runner 
over four seasons of racing in the early 1780s, winning 11 plates, including 
two matches. He became the property of Richard Tattersalls who, after his 
racing career was over, sold him for about $500 to the firm of Hart and 
McDonald of Louisa, Virginia. 

*Medley's journey to America came in the company of half a dozen other 
stallions purchased as an investment to be resold upon their arrival in 
America. They arrived in 1784 in Virginia on Captain McNabb's good ship 
"Theodorick." Malcolm Hart, a partner in this venture, was apparently taken 
by Medley and decided to keep the elegant grey for himself, standing him at 
his stable at Hanover Court House in Virginia and so *Medley became known 
as "Hart's Medley". Hart maintained ownership but sold fifty percent of the 
horse to James Wilkinson. Not long after, *Medley colicked at 16 and died at 
Wilkinson's Millbrook Plantation in Southampton County, Virginia.
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Shark (GB)
Brown 1771. Bred by and owned by 
Robert Piggott, Shark raced at 
Newmarket between 1774 and 1779. In 
all, he won 19 of his 29 starts, 16,057 
guineas plus "The Whip," the Clermont 
Cup and eleven hogsheads of claret. 
This was apparently more than any 
horse had ever won to that time. 

Retired to stud in 1779, his stock was 
at first not successful, and he was 
sold at Tattersall's to a dealer who 
exported him to Virginia (ca. 1785), 
where he was a successful 
broodmare sire.

Marske (Sire of 
Shark and Eclipse)

Shark



Diomed (GB) is one of the most noteworthy horses on both sides of the Atlantic. He was 
the winner of the very first Epsom Derby in 1780, and in later life he was exported to 
America to become the premier sire there, leaving a dynasty that was to last for generations 
down through the great era of Lexington in the last half of the 1800s. 

In the Spring of 1798, two Virginian horsemen were looking for stallions to bring to America 
on speculation. Colonel John Hoomes of Bowling Green, and John Tayloe III of Mount 
Airy sent notice through their English agent, James Weatherby (of General Stud Book 
fame) to inquire about Diomed. Weatherby responded informed them that the old horse was 
a "tried and proven bad foal-getter". There being a ready market for blooded stallions in 
America, Hoomes and Tayloe were not disuaded, and purchased the horse for 1000 
guineas.

Although it was the middle of the breeding season, Diomed was immediately put on a boat 
to America and his new owners wasted no time in recouping their investment. He therefore 
had the distinction of being one of the few stallions to have covered mares in England and 
America in the same season. Replacing Hoomes' deceased stallion Cormorant, Diomed
stood his first season at Bowling Green, with Tayloe's patronage. In the fall of 1798 he 
was sold to Colonel Selden (and later a partner Thomas Goode) for a price reported to be at 
least six times the original investment. He stood the next two years at Goode's stud in 
Chesterfield, Virginia and as was the custom of the time, moved from farm to farm over
the course of his career, largely in the Roanoke Valley of Virginia. In the end, he came back 
into the ownership of Col. Hoomes, and died at Bowling Green in 1808 at the age of 31. He 
was considered a national hero, and his death was widely mourned. 



Diomed (GB)



Sir Harry (GB), a rich brown horse, 15 
1/2 hands high, won the Epsom Derby of 
1798, the first son of a previous Derby 
winner to also win the "Blue Riband." His 
other wins in England were the Claret 
Stakes and a King's Plate. He retired to 
stud in 1803 at Cannons, and the 
following season was moved to Clay Hill, 
both the property of Andrew O'Kelly, the 
nephew and heir of Dennis O'Kelly, 
owner of Eclipse.

In the fall of 1804 William Haxall of 
Petersberg, Virginia, purchased him; by 
the time Sir Harry arrived in America, his 
combined purchase and shipping price of 
1200 sterling was the highest paid up to 
that time for an English horse by an 
American buyer. He stood in Virginia 
between 1805 and 1816, and then went to 
Havre de Grace in Maryland for the 
remainder of his stud career.



Spread Eagle (GB)

Bay 1792. Bred by Sir Frank Standish, he 
won the English Derby in 1795. Sent to 
Virginia in the U.S. in 1798, covering 234 
mares in 1801. Sold to South Carolina, and 
then to Kentucky, dying in 1805, just as his 
get were starting to make a mark on the 
American turf, the most significant being 
Maid of the Oaks and Edelin's Floretta. He 
also sired American horses Paragon, 
American Eagle, Lady Grey, and others. 



Sir Archy (USA) was the champion runner of his day, but more importantly,
is considered to be the first great Thoroughbred stallion bred in America. 
Originally named "Robert Burns", the big bay colt was bred by Virginians 
Col. John Tayloe III and close friend Capt. Archibald Randolph. He was 
truely Thoroughbred, since both of his parents were imported from England. 
His sire was the Derby winner *Diomed, imported to America in his old age 
and dying in 1808, when his greatest son Sir Archy was just beginning to 
run. His dam was the mare *Castianira, which Tayloe had purchased 
originally for his stud at Mount Airy in 1799. Tayloe bred *Castianira on 
shares with Randolph, and Sir Archy, her second foal, was born at 
Randolph's Ben Lomond Plantation along the James River. 

Tayloe changed the colt's name to "Sir Archie" in honor of his partner, but 
both sold their interests in him to Ralph Wormeley during the colt's second 
year. 

As a four-year-old, Sir Archy earned his reputation as the best four-mile heat 
horse in the country, winning four of five such races including an important 
match with Blank. In the first heat, Sir Archy won in 7:53, at the time, the 
fastest time for four miles ever run south of the James River. Following that 
race, he was purchased for $5,000 by Gen. Davie, the governor of North 
Carolina, and was sent to stud. 



Sir Archy (USA)





Sir Charles (USA)
A great North-South match was 
arranged with Van Ranst's Eclipse 
representing the North and James J. 
Harrison's Sir Charles, a Virginia-
bred son of Sir Archy, representing 
the South. The match was arranged 
at $5,000 a side, over four mile heats 
at the Washington D. C. course that 
November. Days from the race, Sir 
Charles rapped a tendon and was 
forced to forfeit. A rematch was 
called, equally as unsatisfying, as Sir 
Charles broke down in the final mile, 
leaving Eclipse the victor.



American Eclipse (USA)(1814) was bred 
by General Nathaniel Coles of Queens 
County, Long Island, New York. Eclipse 
was put into training at three, made an 
impressive trial that year, then turned out to 
mature. He raced for the first time as a four-
year-old (in 1818), defeating Black-Eyed 
Susan and Sea Gull in three mile heats for 
a $300 purse at New York's Newmarket
course at Hempstead. After an undefeated 
racing career that spanned five seasons, 
eight victories and earnings of $25,000, he 
entered stud in 1824 in NY.

He was purchased by Walter Livingstone 
for $8,050 and continue standing in New 
York State. In 1833, he was purchased by 
James J. Harrison of Virginia to replace 
his old rival, the leading sire Sir Charles, 
who had died that same year. Over the next 
few seasons he stood at various locations 
including Boydton, Virginia and Baltimore, 
Maryland before being sold to Kentucky in 
1837. 



Timoleon (USA)(1833), one of the 
better racing sons of Sir Archy, was 
standing in Charles City County, Virginia. 
John Wickham sent his mare, a sister to 
the good horse Tuckahoe (by Ball's 
Florizel), to be bred to him. The next 
spring, the Sister to Tuckahoe foaled a 
blaze-faced chestnut colt at Wickham's 
plantation in Henrico County, Virginia. 
Since both Sir Archy and Ball's Florizel
were sons of *Diomed, the resulting foal 
was inbred 3x3 to *Diomed. 

The story goes that in 1835, Wickham was 
playing a high stakes game of cards with 
Richmond, Virginia resident Nathaniel 
Rives and lost. To pay off his $800 debt, 
Wickham gave Rives the fiery red 
Timoleon colt, now a 2-year-old. The colt 
was named Boston, after a popular card 
game, possibly to commemorate the play 
that brought him into the Rives' stable. 



Leviathan (GB) was imported by James Jackson of Alabama, one of 
the most influential of all early American breeders, who had successful 
businesses in Nashville and New Orleans, but whose stud farm, called 
the “Forks of the Cypress” was in Alabama. 

At one time, 
Leviathan was 
owned by 
Tayloe of 
Virginia; and, 
he was the 
leading sire in 
America five 
times while 
standing in 
Tennessee.



In England, Emma (a descendent of Gibside
Fairy) produced her first foal, the chestnut 
Trustee, by Catton, in 1829. Trustee was a 
high-class stakes horse, sold to America at 
the end of his racing career, in 1835. In 
NJ, Trustee got the great race mare Fashion
(1837, from Bonnets o'Blue) in his first 
season at stud, after which Trustee was sold 
and stood at stud in Long Island until 1841, 
when he was sent to Virginia, then 
Kentucky, and back to Virginia, before 
being sent back to New York. He died there 
in 1856 at the age of twenty-seven. 

In addition to Fashion and other good 
runners, he got Revenue (USA)(1843, in 
Virginia), who led the sire's list there in 
1860. He sired Planet in Virginia, himself 
later a good sire, and Levity (1845, in 
Kentucky), one of the most influential mares 
in the American stud book 

Trustee (GB) (Sire of Revenue – 1843 - in Virginia)

Gibside
Fairy

Emma



Black Jockey “Jesse”
on Planet.   He rode 
for Thomas W. 
Doswell of Virginia 
(painting by Edward 
Troye)



Horses and Carriages at the Old Bruton Church in 
Colonial Williamsburg at the Time of Lord Dunmore 
(Point to Point Races were often run on courses 
with reference to Church Steeples in the area – i.e., 
“Steeplechasing”)



Development of 
Virginia’s Gentry
By 1760, a few 2nd and 3rd

generation Virginia planters 
were able to accumulate large 
land holdings -- cultivated in 
tobacco by imported slaves --
and aspire to a genteel life-
style similar to that of the 
nobility in England.

These landed gentry built large 
plantations and developed 
culturally elite societies in 
stark contrast to the life-style of 
ordinary farmers in Virginia.

Virginia Gentry Plantation

Estate
William Byrd II Westover

William Fitzhugh Bedford

Ralph Wormley Rosegill

Thomas Lee Stratford Hall

John Carter Shirley

Governor Beverley Green Spring

Laurence Washington Mount 
(George Washington) Vernon

John Tayloe Mt. Airy

Thomas Jefferson Monticello

George Mason Gunston Hall

Thomas Lord Fairfax Greenway

Carter Burwell Carter’s Grove



William Byrd II's 
beautiful Westover 
plantation house
was built in 1736.

The whole point of these buildings was for them to be seen; and, as 
merchants and members of the wealthy class passed on the James 
River, they would easily notice Byrd's perfect model of Georgian
architecture on top of the hill. 



Foxhunting Meet at 
Westover Plantation



George Washington over 
fences in the Hunt



In 1752, the 1st race among Thoroughbred horses in North America was 
held at William Byrd III’s Westover plantation in Gloucester, Virginia.  
Maryland’s imported mare “Selima” beat  4 of Virginia’s imported horses 
including Byrd's stallion Tryal (GB) (1742) by Bolton Looby (GB) in a 4 mile 
long race.

Selima’s Sire

Maryland racing’s annual 
“Selima Stakes” is named 
after this grand ole dam.





The Lee/Tayloe Families & the Foundation of 
Thoroughbred Horse Breeding in America

Francis Lightfoot Lee, signer 
of the US Declaration of 
Independence, married into the 
Tayloe family of thoroughbred 
horse breeders; and, together 
these families are forever 
linked with the bred and to 
its foundation sires from the 
State of Virginia.



Francis Lightfoot Lee 
was the younger brother 
of Richard Henry Lee 
(President of the 
Continental Congress).  

Francis was a noted 
“radical” and sided with 
Patrick Henry in 
opposing the British 
Stamp Act.

In Congress, Francis 
often opposed positions 
taken by his brother.

Patrick Henry Speaking to 
the VA House of Burgesses



Family Ties
In 1769, Francis Lightfoot Lee married a girl 
of 16, Rebecca Tayloe, one of the eight 
daughters of John Tayloe II of Mount Airy 
Plantation.



Tayloe of Mount Airy Plantation
The Tayloe were the most significant racehorse 

breeding family of the Revolutionary War period.

Important Tayloe
horses included: 
Childers, 
Leviathan, and  
the great sire Sir 
Archy (USA) 
(1805).  



In 1836, John Randolph of Roanoke 
Plantation in Charlotte Co., VA (i.e., at 
Roanoke Stud) had some of the 
finest horses in the country, as many 
as 160 of them. (He is credited with 
development of the Eastern Quarter 
Horse.) His stallion, Roanoke, was 
one of the great ones by Sir Archy. 
Many Kentucky Derby winners can 
trace their bloodlines back to 
Roanoke.



Sir Archy (Sire of Sires in America)
Sir Archy’s progeny extended from 

Timoleon (USA) (1814), to Boston (USA) 
(1833), to the great American Thoroughbred 
foundation sire Lexington (USA) (1850).



Lexington [Champion Sire in U.S.A. 16 Times (1861-1878)]



Lexington Progeny –

Norfolk (b. 1861) 
(Undefeated USA 
Champion 3yr Old) 
Purchased by Theodore 
Winters for $15,001 -- $1 
more than his sire 
Lexington sold for --

Emperor of Norfolk (b. 
1885) (Son of Norfolk)

(under tack at right) 

(Co-Champion 3yr Old of 
1888 in USA)

He was the grandsire of 
Rey del Caredas, who 
ran in England under the 
name of Americus, with 
descendents including 
Nasrullah and Tudor 
Minstrel 



Famous Men & 
Their Horses

As a marriage gift, John 
Tayloe II gave his daughter & 
Francis a 1,000 ac plantation 
and mansion home called 
“Menokin” which is located 
four miles northwest of 
Warsaw, Virginia. Nearby is 
Stratford Hall Plantation, the 
ancestral home of the Lee 
family and the childhood 
home of Francis Lightfoot 
Lee. 

Lee family members were 
often inseparable from their 
equally famous horses (e.g., 
R. E. Lee and “Traveller”)

General Lee on Traveller at Chancellorsville



Traveller (birth name "Jeff Davis") was 
born near the Blue Sulfur Springs, in 
Greenbrier County, Virginia (now West 
Virginia), & was raised by Andrew 
Johnston. An American Saddlebred, he 
was of the Gray Eagle stock, and, as a 
colt, took the first prize at the 
Lewisburg, Virginia, fairs in 1859 and 
1860. As an adult gelding, he was a 
sturdy horse, 16 hands high and 1,100 
pounds, iron gray in color with black 
points, a long mane and flowing tail. 

Lee’s own description of Traveller given to the artist Markie was…

“If I was an artist like you, I would draw a true picture of Traveller; representing his 
fine proportions, muscular figure, deep chest, short back, strong haunches, flat legs, 
small head, broad forehead, delicate ears, quick eye, small feet, and black mane 
and tail. Such a picture would inspire a poet, whose genius could then depict his 
worth, and describe his endurance of toil, hunger, thirst, heat and cold; and the 
dangers and suffering through which he has passed. He could dilate upon his 
sagacity and affection, and his invarible response to every wish of his rider. He might 
even imagine his thoughts through the long night-marches and days of the battle 
through which he has passed. But I am no artist Markie, and can therefore only say 
he is a Confederate grey.”



Old Baldy was the favorite horse of General George 
G. Meade. This dedicated and seemingly 
indestructible horse was injured at least five times 
during the war, including twice during the battle of Bull 
Run and also at Antietam. He was known for his 
relaxed temperament, making him a solid and reliable 
horse during loud battles. 

.

Old Baldy became the 
favorite of General 
George G. Meade even 
after other officers 
complained about the 
horse’s strange gait, 
which was too fast for a 
walk and too slow for a 
trot, making it difficult for 
them to ride alongside. 
Despite their complaints, 
General Meade kept Old 
Baldy as his faithful 
warhorse. Baldy carried 
General Meade through 
several battles during the 
war, including 
Fredericksburg and 
Chancellorsville as well 
as Gettysburg. Baldy 
outlived General Meade 
and walked in his funeral 
procession in 1872



General Meade on Old 
Baldy at head of the 
“Grand Review” in 
Washington, DC (June 
1864)



“Little Sorrel” (Gen. 
Stonewall Jackson’s 
Horse)

Old Sorrell was estimated to be eleven years old at the beginning of the war 
and was so small that the General’s feet nearly touched the ground. She was 
later renamed “Little Sorrel” for this reason. Little Sorrel was a constant 
companion of the General and was with him during his time of death at the 
battle of Chancellorsville in 1863. After his death, Little Sorrel was sent to 
the Virginia military institute where General Jackson once taught.



Winchester was given to General 
Philip Sheridan at Rienzi, 
Mississippi in 1862. This horse was 
over seventeen hands high and 
had a winning combination of a 
strong athletic build, speed and 
exceptional intelligence. 

Rienzi was renamed “Winchester”
after a critical ride to Cedar Creek, 
VA in October 1864. General 
Sheridan heard about an attack on 
his troops on his way back from a 
meeting in Washington. Rienzi and 
General Sheridan sped several 
miles toward his troops with barely 
enough time to turn a certain defeat 
into victory. General Sheridan 
renamed the horse “Winchester”
after this remarkable performance 
and retained this horse as a faithful 
companion through the remainder 
of the war. Sheridan on Horseback 2 October 1864



Sheridan's final charge at Winchester



J. E. B. Stuart at head of Confederate cavalry on “Highfly”



Famous Confederate Cavalry-men (Left – John S. Mosby; Right on White Horse – Turner Ashley )

Painting by Bernhard Gutmann 1897



“1st Virginia Cavalry at a Halt” (A. R. Waud Sketch in Harpers Weekly Magazine)



“Virginia Cavalry Charge”, February 1862, Harpers Weekly Magazine



Lincoln Reviews Bufford’s Cavalry (April 1863)



Lincoln and his “Generals” (May 2, 1863)



St. Patrick’s Day in the Army (Civil War Period) – the “Steeplechase”St. Patrick’s Day in the Army (Civil War Period) – the “Hurdle Race”



St. Patrick’s Day in the Army (Civil War Period) – the “Grand Stand”



George A. Custer Saluting 27-year old Confederate Maj. Gen. Ramseur at the Woodstock, VA 
Races (Oct. 9, 1864)[Ramseur had 2 horses shot out from under him and was killed from a 
3rd by Custer’s men at the Battle of Cedar Hill in the Shenandoah Valley - Oct. 20, 1864]

Cease-fire for the “Races”



Lexington

Lexington was 
considered one of 
General William T. 
Sherman’s favorites 
during the Civil War. 

A famous Kentucky 
Thoroughbred racehorse,
Lexington was relied 
upon for his speed and 
dedication during the war. 
This horse carried 
General Sherman 
through Atlanta in 1864 
and to Washington for the 
final review of his army.



Kangaroo (Gen. Grant’s Horse)

At the battle of Shiloh, the 
Confederates left a rawboned 
horse on the field, He was very 
ugly and apparently good for 
nothing. As a joke, the officer who 
found this animal on the field, sent 
it with his compliments, to Colonel 
Lagow, one of Grant’s aid-de-
camp, who always kept a very 
excellent mount and was a man of 
means. 

The other officers of the staff "jollied" the colonel about this gift. Grant 
told the colonel that the animal was a thoroughbred and a valuable mount
and that if he, Lagow, did not wish to keep the horse he would be glad to 
have him. Because of his appearance he was named "Kangaroo."  After a 
short period of rest, feeding, and care he turned out to be a magnificent 
animal and was used by General Grant during the Vicksburg campaign.

Grant Leading a Charge on Horseback



Cincinnati 
General U. S. Grant accepted the horse called 
"Cincinnati“ as a gift from a man named S. S. 
Grant. This was his battle charger until the end 
of the war and was kept by him until the horse 
died at Admiral Ammen's farm in Maryland, in 
1878. 

[Side note on Cincinnati: He was the son of 
"Lexington," the fastest four-mile 
thoroughbred in the United States, time 7:19 
3/4 minutes. Cincinnati nearly equaled the 
speed of his half-brother, "Kentucky," and 
Grant was offered $10,000 in gold or its 
equivalent for him, but refused.]

He was seventeen hands high, and in the 
estimation of Grant was the finest horse that 
he had ever seen. Grant let President Abraham 
Lincoln ride him. Grant said: "Lincoln spent 
the latter days of his life with me. He came to 
City Point, VA in the last month of the war and 
was with me all the time. He was a fine 
horseman and rode my horse Cincinnati every 
day." According to General Horace Porter, 
Grant rode Cincinnati to the surrender meeting 
with General Robert E. Lee.

(Top) Cincinnati (Btm) Grant on Cincinnati 
at City Point 1865



U. S. Grant’s Horses at Cold Harbor, Virginia

(Left) Egypt (Center) Cincinnati (Right) Jeff Davis



“Lee and His Generals” on Horseback



Gen. George A. Custer Receives Flag of 
Truce before Lee’s Surrender at Appomattox

Custer’s favorite horse was 
“Lancer”; he also had “Roanoke”, 
“Don Juan”, and “Harry”.

Col. Moses Green Peyton, 
Gen. Gordon’s Chief of Staff, 
Carried the Flag



Lee on Traveller and      
Grant on Cincinnati              
at Appomattox (April 1865) 
(NPS Painting)
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