
2 4  E V E N T I N G  U S A  I  I S S U E  T E N  |  2 0 1 2

Bruce Davidson
Breeding and Producing Sport Horses
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Legendary Roots
SI T T I N G D O W N TO I N T E R V I E W T H E L E G E N DA R Y  BR U C E 
DAV I D S O N AT  H I S  CH E S T E R L A N D FA R M I N  UN I O N V I L L E , 
PE N N S Y LVA N I A  I N V O K E S  M E M O R I E S  O F  M Y  C H I L D H O O D 
entrenched in a community passionate about horses and 
the sporting life. Unionville evolved as an equestrian mecca 
centered around Mr. Stewart’s Cheshire Foxhounds, led by the 
late Mrs. John B. Hannum, champion of land preservation and 
fanatical First Lady of Fox Hunting.  The subsequent horse 
sports which have sprung from that foundation continue 
to !ourish today in the hunt "eld and at our steeplechases, 
point-to-points, and horse trials throughout the community.  

Unionville has provided the perfect backdrop for these 
sports, with its rolling hills and lush grass, rich in the 
perfect combination of minerals to raise young horses and 
to condition them into top racing or eventing competitors. 
Across the street from the Cheshire Kennels, Bruce Davidson 
was building his own empire at Chesterland, where he forged 
a proli"c eventing career that took him to multiple Olympics 
and World Games on the backs of 
equally legendary horses. 
These horses were bred 
and produced at 
Chesterland, 
on Chester 

County soil, and proven at the surrounding horse trials, race 
courses, and fox hunting land which remains preserved and 
intact to this day.  

Regional Variance
During the early years of Bruce’s career, most stallion choices 
were dictated by proximity and typically limited within 
the local area. “Breeding has changed tremendously over 
the past three decades. Back then you were geographically 
limited and really had to breed to the stallions within your 
regional area. Sometimes you actually hacked down the 
road to the breeding shed. If you sent a mare to Kentucky, 
that was a really big deal,” Bruce recalled. “Now breeding 
access is open in every way, where [before] there was very 
little artificial insemination, now many doors are open to 
carry on the same quality breeding programs which are 
available in Europe due to artificial insemination.”

Chester County, home to generations of legendary 
steeplechase breeders and trainers, produced many great 
event horses from Thoroughbred stock, but history shows 
that they were not the basis for original event horses. 
“When I came into the sport, most of the horses were Irish 
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Draughts crossed with the Thoroughbred. So originally 
horses like Plain Sailing and Foster were all crosses. The 
Draughts, for centuries, were noted for their stamina and 
athleticism with a great ability to cross the country. The 
German Warmblood was bred to pull a carriage and work 
the fields,” Bruce said.

While many eventing lines in Europe were based on Irish 
and Warmblood crosses, Bruce and other breeders here in 
the U.S. preferred to introduce the swift Thoroughbred 
bloodlines into their breeding programs. Bruce’s mounts 
JJ Babu (1983 Rolex Kentucky winner) and Irish Cap 
(1974 World Championships at Burghley) as well as Tad 
Coffin’s Bally Cor (team and individual gold at 1976 
Montreal Olympics) are some of the famous American bred 
Thoroughbred event horses from that time period.  

Babamist, an American Thoroughbred owned by friend, 
fellow eventer, and neighbor, Mary Hazzard, clearly made 
his mark on the eventing community and on Bruce’s career. 
Heyday and Little Tricky (famous Chesterland horses), 
Arctic Mist, Mystic High, Mystic Hazzard, Mystic Mike, and 
Snowy River were all sired by Babamist. 

There were many other great sires introduced into the 
Chesterland breeding program such as: Northern Fling, 
Secretariat, Innkeeper, Salute The Truth, and Snar (Jam’s 
sire). Squire, an Irish racehorse who produced several of the 
Chesterland mares, had a particularly prominent impact on 
Bruce’s breeding line.

The Mare is 60 Percent
Time and again in Bruce’s conversations, articles, and 
presentations, he will state: “A mare can only produce as good 
as herself, at best.” By this he means: “Breed a good mare to an 
average stallion and you will get a good foal. Breed an average 
mare to a top stallion and you get an average foal.”

To this Bruce’s wife Susie Tuckerman was quick to add, 
“Macsen’s Sword produced Amber’s Lust, a stallion who 
Bruce stood, out of a full sister to JJ Babu (Amber’s Affair). 
Many of Bruce’s great mares came from this line. Staple is also 
out of Amber’s Affair and produced Here’s Lola, so it shows 
that it consistently goes back to the mare and continues to 
this day! Bruce’s broodmares have basically competed at the 
three-star level or are bred into the Lust/JJ Babu line.”

Both Bruce and Susie enthusiastically agree that investing 
in a proven mare is the foundation of any great breeding 
program. “Spend money on the mare that has produced the 
horses that you want, then pick a stallion that has produced 
offspring in the ring at the level you want to achieve. Make 
sure that the pedigree supports what you want and a mare 
that upgrades the stallion!”

Raising the Modern Sport Horse
An enormous part of raising horses revolves around the land, 
topography, and the type of soil where you are raising the 
animal. Bruce noted that Unionville, located just a few miles 
from Lancaster County, is known nationwide to have the best 

PREVIOUS PAGE: Mares and foals in the fields at Chesterland. ABOVE:



mineral base for crops and livestock.
“Horses are made to roam and graze in the space of the 

outdoors, not to stand still and ingest food. This is why 
Ireland, Ocala, Lexington, and Louisville are so famous for 
raising and building bones of the young horses,” Bruce said. 
“Putting them in a setting where they grow up in a herd with 
other horses, they learn to carry the frame that God has given 
them. Raising them in a herd gives them their coordination. 
They need to bump against each other to know what love and 
hate is…for instinct!

“Genetics plays a big part, but how they are raised is so 
important for their overall soundness and purpose as a 
working horse and the discipline in which you are aspiring to 
be successful.”

Producing the Modern Sport Horse
Producing your young horse correctly is just as important as 
the foundation of the pedigree, and every prospect needs to be 
with an appropriate trainer. “At Chesterland, everyone rides 
the school bus! They all learn to cope together as babies and 
this produces great temperaments.”  

According to Bruce, after you have a fundamentally 
prepared young horse, the next step is breaking him into work. 
“There are lots of people in this country that can breed nice 
horses, but they may not know how to break in their young 
stock properly. Backing a young horse involves so much more 
than sitting on its back. You must teach it to go forward and 

to be relaxed while going forward. It is the right questions at 
the right stage that helps improve the horse as it learns. Its 
place with man and the time it is handled or ridden is the 
foundation of a young horse’s education. They are just like 
children. Set the standards and follow through. It is all about 
teaching them what they can do, and then they are so pleased 
when they do it well!”

Jan Smith arrived on Bruce’s doorstep to take lessons in 
1990 and rode to the Preliminary level before slowly taking 
over all aspects of the breeding program. She gets the horses 
bred, foals them, handles all the babies, and creates an 
enthusiastic loving environment for all the young horses, for 
which Bruce is grateful. “Smith-erized means that the babies 
have gone through her program, and she does a brilliant job 
starting them under tack as well.  Remember that horses 
go by instinct. If you can sense their concern about what is 
ahead, the exposure and presentation is what gets the animal 
involved in the game. It is all about good teaching.” 

The Next Generation with Keltic Lion
Producing young horses proves that your breeding program 
works. Producing a stallion involves getting those young 
horses out in the competition "eld and on the circuit to build 
a performance record.

Keltic Lion, aka Charlie, is Bruce’s pride and joy. He was 
produced in Ireland for Bruce by Patricia Nicholson, one of 
the world’s top sport horse breeders. Charlie was “bred in the 
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purple” with lineage by the world renowned sire Lux Z, the 
world’s leading show jumping sire, who competed at the 2000 
Sydney Olympics and the 2002 World Equestrian Games. 
Keltic Lion’s dam, Karigal Lion, is a mare out of the great 
Eagle Lion family. Imported in 2006 as a yearling, Charlie is 
the only stallion out of the Stream Lion (Eagle Lion’s dam) 
and Eagle Lion family. 

It is partially true that the shift in breeding horses 
appropriate for the short format may have in!uenced Bruce’s 
decision to import an Irish Sport Horse for the growth of 
Chesterland’s future breeding program.  But as with most 
things in life, the biggest in!uence was his relationship with 
Patricia Nicholson, Keltic Lion’s impressive lineage, and good 
timing.

“I was never really into standing stallions. Our "rst stallion 
did not produce, then we stood Lust and he was a bit of a 
handful—too much horse to compete—so we collected him and 
then gelded him,” Bruce said. “Patricia had bred a line of horses 
starting with Pirate Lion. She bred Charlie and thought he was 
colt caliber, so she approached me about importing him before 
he was two. Import and quarantine standards become more 
dif"cult once they are older. She also did not want to bring 
along another stallion.”

Charlie came to Chesterland and joined all the other 
youngsters “on the school bus” and out in the herd. He was 
such an easy horse that he actually remained in the herd until 
he was put into work as a 4-year-old. He started competing at 
"ve and went Preliminary this year at seven. 

“The bloodlines were successful for both Patricia and 
myself, so we left him intact until he proved that he was worthy 
of being a good stallion. I also had enough Thoroughbred 
mares to match with Charlie...so the timing was right,” 
Bruce explained. “We have such amazing 3-year olds-out of 
him. He has produced exactly what I have wanted out of our 
Thoroughbred and part-bred broodmares. He throws amazing 
quality with regards to con"rmation and ability. I breed for a 
good disposition that can excel in any discipline—it is up to the 
owners to point the horse in the right direction.”

Charlie’s babies are so well adjusted and have such great 
minds that Bruce has taken to starting them under saddle 
himself. 

Bruce’s introduction of Keltic Lion’s Irish Sport Horse line 
into his band of Thoroughbred broodmares has resulted in 
wonderful horses that are appropriate for amateur riders while 
still having the athleticism to cover the countryside handily.  

“Some of our previous Thoroughbred lines produced a lot 
of top level horses, but they were four-star rides, not necessarily 
an amateur’s ride,” he said. “Charlie is now a perfect example of 
breeding the modern sport horse who has three very good gaits, 
jumps in beautiful clean form, can gallop cross-country, or win 
in the show ring as well!”

For more information on Keltic Lion and Bruce 
Davidson’s breeding program, please visit his website 
at www.brucedavidsoneventing.com


