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Based on thorough and original archival research, 
Gary O’Dell’s Reinventing the America Thoroughbred 
unites fascinating narrative, which could have been 
taken straight out of Margaret Mitchell’s novel, with 
attention to detail and comprehensive introduction 
to the cultural and historical context of America on 
the eve of the Civil War.  

The narrative focuses on the life and project of 
Alexander Keene Richards (1827-1881), who set out 
to “revive” the American Thoroughbred racehorse 
by a new infusion of “pure” Arabian blood. His 
quest for “pure” Arabians, which took him over 
Europe to the modern territories of Israel and 
Palestine is meticulously investigated based on the 
survival documents and testimony. Alongside the 
main hero of this Odyssey, the lives of other 

Americans associated with American horse racing are outlined: the painter Edward 
Troy,4 the racehorse owner and patron Robert A. Alexander the horse trainers 
Denton Offutt and his disciple and plagiariser John Rarey, the Thoroughbred owner 
and gambler Ten Broeck (whose life story is also the focus of Gary O’Dell’s 
contribution to this issue of the journal). 

The monograph explains the trajectory of Richards’s breeding programme and its 
changing fortunes, from importing Arabian stallions and trying to breed them to 
Thoroughbreds, to changing the focus and working with the local and imported 
bloodstock. The part documenting Richards’s involvement in the Civil War and his 
efforts to save his valuable stud from the vicissitudes of the conflict is captivating, 
both in its rich detail and the way it is presented. Following the Civil War, Richard 
Keene’s loss of fortune prevented him from continuing his breeding programmes, 
so that it is impossible to know whether further inter-breeding with Arabians could 
have had an effect on American horse breeds. 

The archival research conducted by Gary O’Dell is impressive, dismantling errors 
that occur in earlier publications on Richards and his contemporaries. However, the 
parts where the author discusses the history of the English Thoroughbred and the 
Arabian horse could still be updated with the recent scholarship on the topic. For 
instance, in discussing the origins of the English Thoroughbred, the contribution of 

 
4 On Edward Troy’s art and his journey to the Holy Land in search of “pure” Arabian horses, see 
Gary A. O’Dell, “Artist in the Holy Land: The Pilgrimage of Edward Troye,” Cheiron: The International 
Journal of Equine and Equestrian History 5(1) (2025): 87-123. 
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the Scottish horses, well-documented in the recent publications of Miriam A. Bibby, 
is not mentioned.5 Likewise, in discussing the myth of the Arabian al-Khamsa, or the 
five foundation mares, no mention is made of the fact that neither the number nor 
the gender of these legendary founders is certain, as Hylke Hettema has persuasively 
argued on the basis of original Arabic sources.6  

These and other possible imprecisions do not, however, detract from the central 
point of the book, documenting the life and work of one American Thoroughbred 
enthusiast, breeder and owner and of his contemporaries. I would recommend this 
books not only to horse historians but also to those interested in the American 
culture of the nineteenth century, the relationship between American and European 
elites and the afficionados of “journey into the Holy Land” narratives, as well as to 
those, who, like myself, grew up with a passion for the American South described in 
Gone with the Wind. It is not always that scholarship and a talent for storytelling go 
hand in hand, but, in this case, they do, making Reinventing the American Thoroughbred 
not only a valuable contribution to history, but also an enjoyable read. The legacy of 
Alexander Keene Richards leaves on, as Gary O’Dell points out in the lyric 
conclusion to the book: “Somewhere in the shortgrass prairie and scrublands, a 
mustang stallion, protective of his harem, today paws the ground and screams his 
rage at a would-be usurper, the blood flowing in his veins connecting him to his 
ancestors of the Syrian desert across a great ocean and nearly two centuries of time.”7 
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5 See, most notably, Miriam A. Bibby, The Invisible Ancestor. The Galloway Nag and Its Legacy (Budapest: 
Trivent, 2024). 
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