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Senator Tesio of Italy is described in the Foreword as a “genius” racehorse breeder who produced, most notably, the stallion Nearco (grandsire of Secretariat). He was a man who was “painstaking and methodical in his researches in history and statistics and … carefully scrutinized the characteristics, behavior and performances of individual racehorses.”


From reading his book, Tesio clearly comes off as a master observer, a master selector, who used his powers of observation to make excellent matings.

If you’re looking to him for breeding formulas or innovative strategies, he does not reveal them. He portrays the Thoroughbred as “inbred” because one can trace the pedigrees of the majority to “three stallions and about 42 mares.” But he offers no extended pedigrees as examples, even of his famous Nearco. Tesio appears typical of race horse breeders who, as a group, avoid close breeding, i.e. matings that would provide a co-efficient of inbreeding higher than the average for the breed.


Tesio’s motto is succinct … “Only the best are entitled to reproduce.” The racetrack is where “best” is determined and selection is most effective. “The more rigorous the selection and the further back it goes, the more tempered are the characters passed on,” he says.


For those looking to translate Tesio’s experience to Racing Pigeons, he discovered from exhaustive pedigree study that constant matings of distance horses to distance horses ultimately created pluggers, animals that lost speed. Here’s his breeding answer. “In the pedigree of a stayer of classic quality you will always find the name of a horse that was a good sprinter.” It’s what the late Racing Pigeon breeder Henry Sadewater would call the “stick of dynamite” in the pedigree. Sadewater’s recommended sprinter in the pigeon hobby was a quality Janssen.


Back to Thoroughbreds, Tesio concludes, “They all have two elements in common – a high degree of nervous energy and a certain ‘quality’ derived from selection.” The racetrack provides the selection. But it’s the “energy” component where Tesio gets rather fuzzy and more than a little mystical in his explanation. He does say of energy that overworked animals lack it and need time to rebuild it before they can breed good offspring. And he will use an unraced mare for breeding if he determines that actually keeping her off the track has elevated her energy levels. Observant pigeon breeders also recognize that worn-out hens produce eggs with poor quality nutrients that hatch into sickly young birds (if they even hatch).


The rest of the book discusses horse coat color where Tesio’s views on some matters would probably not stand up to modern scrutiny. He says greys are “diseased” and white markings are signs of weakness. He also promulgates some genetic “laws” which are simply not true.


But he is no different than many of us who work with animals. We’re tempted to think that coincidence is a new law of nature. Or that factors unique to particular families, for example, are applicable across the breed.


Tesio’s pedigree studies led him to conclude you cannot produce more than three generations of winners in either a direct male or female line. Up to the time of writing the book, he could find no examples of four generations of continuous big winners. If Tesio had answered the “why?” for that, he would really have given us a magical formula. If he knew the answer, he wasn’t going public with it. But he does observe that after three generations of winners, you have to figure out how to jump over to a new line of winners.


His last piece of fruitful advice is that when he studied pedigrees, he began to see valuable patterns. Certain sires bred quality racers when bred to the daughters of one or two other specific sires. Experience proves this is true in virtually all breeds.

