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"View of Dughi's Ice Cream cart parked in from of the
main building at Peace College with young women
around the cart. Horse pulling cart is likely Nancy.
Raleigh, NC, c.1900-1910's, North Carolina State
Archives, Raleigh, NC, call #: PhC_166_9.  [2]

See also: Horse Racing [3]; Mules [4]; Wild Horses [5]; Horse, Colonial Spanish Mustang (from Tar Heel Junior Historian) [6]

The date of the first appearance of horses in North Carolina is not known. One source suggests that in about 1585 Sir Richard
Grenville [7]'s ship, en route to Roanoke Island [8] and carrying Spanish mustangs picked up in Puerto Rico [9], ran aground off
Ocracoke Inlet. Many horses were lost overboard or perhaps put overboard to lighten the ship's weight while repairs were
being made. Another source tells of horses arriving in the 1500s on Spanish ships, escaping from shipwrecks or being put off
deliberately when the ships returned to Spain. However and whenever they first came to North Carolina, the centuries that
followed have seen an exciting and sometimes sad history for these wild horses, often called "Banker" ponies. Today, the
descendants of these original horses, managed by the National Park Service [10], can be seen in a 180-acre pen on Ocracoke
Island [11].

Not until around 1700 did horses begin to be kept by North Carolinians in substantial numbers. Before the advent of trains,
tractors, and automobiles [12], horses were used to transport people and goods and to pull plows, stagecoaches, and wagons.
The sport of horse racing also enjoyed tremendous popularity in the state from the colonial period until after the Civil War [13].

Equine populations in North Carolina continued to increase throughout the nineteenth century. By 1915 there were 182,000
horses in the state, with an average value of $130 per head. Although horses were still used for racing, this was more the
exception than the rule. Horses primarily were farm animals, pulling plows and helping to grow the food to feed a state. Their
numbers started to decrease in 1925, as they were replaced or complemented by tractors and other farm equipment that
needed no horse power. The "horseless carriage," or automobile, helped cause this decline. By 1943, with World War II [14]

raging, the number of horses in North Carolina had fallen to 80,000 and was continuing to drop. This decrease brought about
a plea from then commissioner of agriculture W. Kerr Scott [15]: "If we are to continue to grow feed for meat production and
food for our soldiers and for civilian consumption, it is imperative that we produce horses and mules with which to cultivate our
crops."

After bottoming out, the North Carolina horse population began to rebound by 1955, thanks to a strengthening interest in
recreational riding, racing, and events such as horse shows and rodeos. The equine industry suddenly entered a period of
growth powerful enough to induce agriculture commissioner Jim Graham [16] to appoint an advisory committee in March 1971
to help broaden the agency's activities related to the rising horse population, numbering that year at 113,000, mostly pleasure
horses. By 1976 the North Carolina horse population was at 150,000. Nearly 200 horse events were staged during that year in
the state, and in addition about 100 wagon train associations gathered, most of which used horses. By 1979 North Carolina's
reputation as a producer of great horses was growing; in response, horse owners, breeders, and trainers formed the North
Carolina Thoroughbred Breeders Association [17].

The number of horses in the state had increased to 220,000 by 1983. People had begun to look at the animals as more than
work or pleasure creatures-they were also being seen as moneymaking investments and tax shelters. The early 1980s also

1

https://ncpedia.org
https://ncpedia.org/
https://ncpedia.org/horses
https://www.flickr.com/photos/north-carolina-state-archives/6887905319/
https://ncpedia.org/horse-racing
https://ncpedia.org/mules
https://ncpedia.org/wild-horses
https://ncpedia.org/symbols/horse
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/245833/Sir-Richard-Grenville
https://ncpedia.org/roanoke-island-first-english
https://maps.google.com/maps?oe=utf-8&client=firefox-a&q=Puerto+Rico&ie=UTF-8&hq=&hnear=0x8c0296261b92a7f9:0xf336ec2818049b1a,Puerto+Rico&gl=us&ei=TAEIUN2UBoac8QTzruS6BA&ved=0CNkBELYD
https://www.nps.gov/index.htm
http://www.ocracokevillage.com/
https://ncpedia.org/automobiles
https://ncpedia.org/history/cw-1900/civil-war
https://ncpedia.org/world-war-ii
https://ncpedia.org/scott-william-kerr-research-branch
http://www.ncagr.gov/paffairs/aghall/graham.htm
http://www.ncthoroughbreds.com/


witnessed the beginning of a great migration of horsemen and -women to North Carolina from all over the country, particularly
from the North, due in part to the numerous major shows in and around the state and a climate that is hospitable to year-round
training.

The Sandhills [18] area of North Carolina is recognized as a leading center of the state's equine industry. For many people in
this region, which encompasses Moore County [19] and parts of Cumberland [20], Richmond [21], Scotland [22], and Harnett [23]

Counties, life revolves around horses. Southern Pines, the main hub of the Sandhills, is also the home of the Equine
Research Center, a satellite of North Carolina State University [24]'s veterinary program, and the Walthour-Moss Foundation [25],
a 2,500-acre nature preserve established in 1974 to be used by the public for the enjoyment of equine sports and nature
hikes. The James B. Hunt Horse Complex [26], located in Raleigh [27], opened in 1983 and has been consistently booked with
horse activities. It is home to the North Carolina State Fair [28] Horse Show, one of the largest all-breed shows in the nation.

Two other major centers, the Western North Carolina Agricultural Center [29] in Asheville [30] and the Senator Bob Martin Eastern
North Carolina Agricultural Center [31] in Williamston, are testaments to the existence of horse-related activities from the coast
to the mountains, activities that include polo and fox hunting. All 100 North Carolina counties [32] have some type of horse
activities, and in 1999 more than 500 horse shows occurred in the state. All major breeds are represented, and North
Carolinians can boast of producing national and international champions.

Tryon also served as another important equestrian hub as early as 1925. Carter P. Brown [33], a local hostelry owner and horse
enthusiast, founded the Tryon Riding & Hunt Club in Polk County [34] that year. He worked to promote horse-related leisure in
Polk County until his death in 1978. Brown also worked with landowners in western North Carolina to establish horse trails
throughout the area to promote the sport. Horse shows took place in Tryon as well, with the first being held in 1929. Tryon is
home to the longest running steeplechase in North Carolina, the Blockhouse Steeplechase, first hosted there in 1947.

The need to help disseminate research-based information about horses to North Carolina horse owners led to the creation of
the Regional Equine Information Network System [35] in 1995. Established by Bob Mowrey [36], a specialist on horse husbandry
at N.C. State University [24], this unique program rigorously trains volunteers across the state to assist horse owners in issues
concerning horses or horse-related activities.

By the early 2000s there were an estimated 225,000 horses in North Carolina, with an equine industry valued at more than
$500 million annually. While issues such as loss of area from development, zoning [37] laws limiting horse ownership, and waste
disposal problems in urban areas affect the industry, horses remain a vital part of North Carolina's economy and culture.

Reference:

"Carter Brown," History Bits: Notable People. Tryon History
Museum. https://www.tryonhistorymuseum.org/notablepeople/carter-brown [33] (accessed July 9, 2024). 

Curtis, Robert S. The History of Livestock in North Carolina (1956).

"Our History," About. Tryon Riding & Hunt Club. https://tryonridingandhuntclub.org/history/ [38] (accessed July 9, 2024).

Additional Resources:

Wildhorses of Shackleford Banks: http://www.shacklefordhorses.org/ [39]

North Carolina Horse Council: http://www.nchorsecouncil.com/ [40]

Horse Protection Society of North Carolina: http://www.horseprotection.org/ [41]
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"View of Dughi's Ice Cream cart parked in from of the main building at Peace College with young women around the cart.
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