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Lowis Damoisean

One of the first major purchases for France was made by Jules de Portes
and his vet, Louis Damoiseau, in 1819-1820. They returned with around 36
stallions and one mare, including the stallion Massoud and the mare Nichab.

Damoiseau described the adventures they experienced whilst purchasing

these horses in his book “Voyage en Syrie et dans le Désert”.

Strictly speaking, Nichab’s illustrious
history began even before Messrs
de Portes and Damoiseau set out
on their purchasing mission, as she
was born in Lady Hester Stanhope’s
stables in Lebanon. Lady Hester
was an Englishwoman of noble
birth who had found her way to
Lebanon. She lived there from 1810
onwards in the abandoned mountain
monastery of Abra until her death,
and was known as the ‘Queen of
the Desert’ and the ‘Mystery Lady
of the Orient’.

Damoiseau with Lady Hester
Louis Damoiseau described his first
encounter with Lady Stanhope in
his work *Voyage en Syrie et dans
le Désert* (1833) as follows: ‘At
last I reached the monastery where
the Queen of Palmyra lived. She
was sitting in a pavilion and had
recognised me from a distance as a
European, despite my Turkish attire.
Lady Stanhope approached me,
dressed like 2 Bedouin sheikh, but
in a far more magnificent costume

than was customary for these
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desert princes. After exchanging
pleasantries, she led me into a small
room furnished only with cushions,
where we took our seats. Pipes were
brought; Milady took one, offered
me another, and whilst we smoked,
we began to converse.

We were then served an Arabic meal;
I ate it with the appetite the journey
had given me. Milady, who did not
drink alcohol herself, had Cypriot
wine and Goldberg wine served to
me. Both seemed excellent. Finally,
after further lengthy conversations
on various topics, and as it was

already late, I retired to the room
that had been prepared for me. The
next day I rose early; Milady was
not yet to be seen. Whilst I waited
for her, I checked on her horses. At
about ten o’clock in the morning,
she emerged from her tent, which
stood on the terrace of the building,
and came to me to enquire after the
condition of her favourite hotse,
which was lame. It was a horse of
consummate beauty. The ailment
from which it suffered could be
cured quickly. I assured her of this
and explained the necessary steps,
which seemed to give its mistress
great pleasure. She had received this
horse from a sheikh named Nasset,
who belonged to several tribes
encamped near
Palmyra. Following this examination,
Milady showed me several mares,
including a magnificent foal that was
being particularly well looked after
and of which several Turkish ladies
claimed it could only be ridden by
the greatest warrior in the world.
They had recognised the foal’s
destiny by certain characteristics.

Damascus and

all " A
* Desert Heritage Magazine



ey deDorkes

Milady believed them and resolved
to present such a gift to Napoleon.
the birth
destined to become even more
beautiful prompted her to change
her plans. The latter was favoured,

However, of a foal

and the former was handed over to
Monsieur de Portes when we were
ready to return to France.

Upon our arrival in Paris, it was
purchased by the Duchess of
Angouléme and is today, under the
name Nichab, one of the treasures
of the Haras du Pin stud farm.

I also noticed another foal, about
two years old, at Lady Stanhope’s,
whose back was as hollow as a
Turkish saddle and whose loins
were arched downwards. In Milady’s
eyes, these faults seemed to be a
mark of perfection; she told me
that this mare came from a family
whose lineage could be traced back
to the horses of Solomon’s studs;
that this breed was exceedingly rare
and precious; finally, she concluded
that such a horse could only be
worthy of one of the greatest rulers
on earth.

‘Thatis why,” she continued, ‘I intend
to send it to the King of Rome
[Napoleon’s Like Nichab,
this horse possesses qualities that
foreshadow the honour I intend

son].

to bestow upon him. I also saw
of which
caught my attention to a greater

many horses, some

or lesser extent. Among them was
a small dark-brown mare whom I

later recognised in Paris: she was a
gift from Milady to Mr Houay, an
English Protestant minister. I spent
the whole day at Lady Stanhope’s
palace,

whose peculiar manner

By GUDRUN WAIDITSCHKA

il By L “e e bnies

offered my observations the most
astonishing mixture of grandeur
and superstition that it had to offer.”
We find the rest of Nichab’s story in
Eugene Gayot’s treatise *La France
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chevaline* (1850): “The story of
Nichab caused quite a stir in Paris.
Both the court and the city showed
equal interest. The Duchess of
Angouléme saw the newly arrived
mare; she took a liking to her and
purchased her. For a sum of 6,000
francs, Nichab passed from the
hands of M. de Portes into the
stables of Her Royal Highness. Her
nobility and gentleness, her grace
and beauty soon made Nichab
a favourite. Everyone vied to
provide her with care and attention.
The stablemaster of Madame la
Dauphine stepped forward and
courted her favout.

The prediction comes true

Everything went wonderfully, as
long as it did not involve getting
into the saddle. All the preparations

NICHAB

seemed to disprove the prediction;
the preliminary work had been
endured with the utmost good
grace. Everything was going
splendidly, and people were already
laughing amongst themselves at the
precautions that had been taken
and the wise patience that had
been deemed necessary so as not to
offend the habits of freedom that
had begun on the day of her birth.
Nichab’s docility was unparalleled,;
it seemed as though the intelligent
mare were literally inviting the rider
to mount her, so effortlessly did she
wear the gleaming bridle that had
been fitted to her. But when the
stablemaster, having adjusted the
reins, tried to place his foot in the
stirrup, Nichab made a movement
that no one knew or had ever seen
before, and promptly and completely

threw the daring rider off.
He tried again, but
his patience bore no fruit, his

in  vain;

perseverance led nowhere, and his
stubbornness met its punishment.
Others came to try their luck, and
were just as unsuccessful; these
attempts continued for two years.
Finally, weary of the struggle, it was
decided to part with Nichab.

She was offered to the stud farm
management, who bought her back
for the same sum that had originally
been offered to M. de Portes.
Nichab set off for the beautiful
pastures of Normandy and took
her place at the magnificent Le
Pin stud farm. She remained there
until 1833. She was then sent to the
Pompadour stud farm, that other
royal estate, where she remained
until the end of her life, surrounded
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by the finest care and admired by
both the common people and the
most discerning connoisseurs.

In this new situation, Nichab’s life
was divided into two very distinct
pertiods, corresponding to her years
at Le Pin and at Pompadour: ten
years in Normandy, thirteen in the
Limousin.

In Normandy, the Arabian broodmare
was mated with an English stallion;
in the Limousin, she was returned to
the exclusive breeding of her own
breed. Given the contrasting results,
one might think that the different
tasks assigned to the management in
these various regions were favoured
by a secret design. Indeed, among
Nichab’s seven offspring at Le Pin,
there were six colts and only one filly.
At Pompadour, the aim was different:
the few remaining examples of the

g
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MASSOUD

Arabian breed in the country were
gathered with the firm intention of
increasing their numbers — and lo and
behold, Nichab gave the stud seven
fillies of Arabian blood out of her
eight offspring. Chance, in its whims, is
sometimes so fortunate that its effects
should be carefully recorded.

Nichab, born in 1818, did not artive
at Le Pin until 1824, in her sixth year.
She gave birth to fifteen foals over a
period of twenty-one years, which
means that during this long career as a
broodmare she had only six years’ rest.
She was enjoying a life of leisure — a
very rare privilege in state stud farms —
when, in 1845, she was struck by such
a severe skin disease that it became
necessary to put her down. Her body
was nothing but a single open wound;
the unfortunate mare was gnawing at
her own flesh with her teeth.

No external treatment, no medication
could quell or alleviate the unbearable
itching that consumed her. Thus
Nichab met her end from a condition
hitherto unknown. She was in her
twenty-eighth year. Another mare
would have been reduced to ruin;
Nichab was merely old; nobility and
strength had, in a sense, triumphed
time. Iike an admirable
monument from another age, she

over

was still beautiful, undoubtedly very
emaciated, but steady on her feet and
full of vigour in the pasture.

In all honesty, we must say that
Nichab had been suffering from
dropsy for several years and that
this condition had been exacerbated
by the age-related weakening of her
organs. We also observed this illness
towards the end of the lives of
several of her offspring.
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Nichab’s unique character

Nichab had a beautiful grey coat, a
very light apple-grey interspersed in
an original way with brown speckles
(trout grey). This alone gave her a
distinctive character,
further emphasised by her fine, silky

which was

long hair.

Her tuft, sitting in a peculiar way
on her forehead, and her concave
nasal line gave her an air of
strange coquetry. Her eyes looked
benevolent and noble; they were
beautiful, perfectly placed and stood
out slightly from her head.

Her expression was lively and full of
intelligence; the shape of her head
was enchanting: every feature was
beautiful and full of character. When
one approached her, she would
lively lay her ears back; at the same
time, by pursing her lips in a way
that was unique to her, she would
pull a face unlike any other mare has
ever done, baring her two rows of
incisors wide. One might have taken
it for a threat; it certainly looked
the part, but it was not. She never
once touched a human being with
her hoof or her teeth; likewise, she
was a very good-natured neighbour
to her companions, from whom she
likewise never suffered the slightest
aggression. When she approached
a visitor, Nichab would beg in the
manner of an elephant, always
expecting a treat from the goodwill
of those who disturbed her. She
loved and accepted everything with
the same light-heartedness and the
same appetite: she cracked sugar
with ease, happily licked salt from
a hand, ate bread with pleasure and
devoured carrots with delight. When
food was scarce, she would nibble
at the bouquet of flowers people
carried in their hands, on their lapels

or on their hats; she played with the
flowers and sought the caresses she
always craved with equal parts greed
and delight.

Nichab stood 1.48 m tall; she was,
moreover, well-built and perfectly
proportioned in every respect.
Only her loins, somewhat long and
weak at the joint, threatened in the
long run to prevent the topline
from remaining sufficiently taut.
Consequently, her back began to
sag prematurely and, with each
passing year, displayed more clearly
the defect known as a swayback.
Nichab was therefore very ‘saddled’;
it must be said, however, that this
imperfection is considered one of
the Arab horse’s virtues and is not
combated there through the targeted
selection of breeding stock with a
different build. Strictly speaking, one
could criticise Nichab for the fact
that her chest was not as broad and
deep as a good, solid build requires;
as a result, she had a rounded and
shott shoulder. But
is this not how the majority of

somewhat

horses that come to us from Arabia
appear? Out of twenty, nineteen are
built in this way. The most striking
difference that perhaps exists
between the English Thoroughbred
and the Arabian Thoroughbred
lies in the proportional dimensions
of the chest and, consequently, in
the length and inclination of the
shoulder blade, which are much
greater in the former. If one were
to press the criticism further, one
might have wished for more strength
beneath the front knee. The cannon
bones and the associated tendons
were somewhat thin; otherwise,
however, these parts were well-
defined and compact. Had the
various sections of the limbs been

longer and contributed to the horse’s
height, they would undoubtedly
have appeared gracile, inadequate
or deficient; yet each section was
short, and this lack of strength was
noticed only by the most discerning
obsetvers.

Apart from this criticism, there was
nothing but praise—and plenty of
it—for Nichab, who possessed to
the highest degree the brilliance,
clegance, gentleness, energy and
powerful spirit of the noble Arabian

horse.
Tet us read on to see what
Damoiseau reports about the

purchase of Massoud: ‘During the
short journey I had undertaken to
Aleppo, M. de Portes had haggled
several times over a four-year-
old bay, which, however, always
seemed to vanish just when the deal
appeared to be done. This horse was
called Massoud (Happiness). M. de
Portes had already given up hope
of seeing it again when, one day, he
spotted it once more in the stable.
He immediately summoned me to
examine it and give him my opinion.

The purchase of Massoud

I believed I could recognise great
qualities in this animal, and added
that I was convinced it would be
petfectly suited to

should we be fortunate enough to

Normandy,

acquire it. Massoud served as a stud
horse within the tribe; his acquisition
therefore proved to be very difficult.
However, M. de Portes, having
overcome his weariness with the
fruitless negotiations—which had
been resumed several times only to
be broken off each time—turned
to Said Hassan. He
him to leave no stone unturned in

instructed

persuading the Bedouin who owned

all " A
* Desert Heritage Magazine



the horse to part with it in our
favour. Said set to work immediately
and wasted no time in bringing all
the parties involved together.

“Make mean offer,” said the Bedouin
to M. de Portes. The latter named
his price. “Offer more,” replied the
Bedouin. “Just a moment,” I said
straight away to the latter, “I'd like
to assess Massoud’s gaits; could you
ride him for a few minutes?” “All
the Bedouins know how he runs,”
replied the Arab coolly; “so I won’t
do as you ask ... if you absolutely
must see him under a rider, ride him

LADY HESTER STANHOPE

yourself.”

At  that moment, Massoud
was without a saddle or bridle;
moreover, his spine protruded

exceptionally due to his extreme
thinness. Mounting him in such a
state was certainly cause for pause.
Nevertheless, I took the risk. No
sooner had I mounted than he
bolted off at full gallop, which was
by no means a painless experience

. The ride I'd just completed
had allowed me to get to know
Massoud’s gallop; now I wanted to
test his trot. This gait was, in a sense,

unfamiliar to him, and so I had the
hardest time in the world getting
him to do it. Eventually, however, 1
succeeded, and I was able to see for
myself that he possessed excellent
shoulder freedom.”

M. de Portes then raised his bids
slightly and reached
the price the Arab was asking. But
when the time came to hand over
Massoud, the damned Bedouin
seemed once again to be backing
out; he declared that he wanted M.
de Portes’s trousers as a baksheesh.
This new demand was difficult to
meet, as the garment in question
was the only one of its kind he
owned. A refusal followed, then a

eventually

heated argument.
A compromise was eventually
reached: the trousers were valued,
and the unyielding Arab was paid
their worth in cash ...

However, it was not enough simply
to have bought the stallion; we now
had to find a way to rescue him
from the incredible greed of our
Arab friends. M. de Portes managed
to accomplish this successfully, until
the departure of the Turkmen who
had accompanied us into the desert
finally gave us the opportunity to
take him to Aleppo.”

Eugene Gayot, who quotes M.
de Portes’ notes, also reports that
Massoud “stood at stud among the
Fedaan Bedouins, who, I believe,
possess the finest horses of all
the tribes I have seen in the Syrian
desert”.

Thirty years later, Gayot wrote:
“Massoud is undeniably one of the
finest Arabian stallions ever used
in European breeding” He added:
“He was a magnificent horse,
endowed with great athletic power,
of brilliant conformation, albeit
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of small stature; he displayed great
spirit and pedigree and immediately
took his place at the very top. He
was extremely thin when he was
purchased. This circumstance only
served to highlight the beauty of
his skeleton and the strength of
his muscular and tendinous system
even more clearly.”

Gayot had only become acquainted
with Massoud towards the end of
his life, but he had had sufficient
time to assess his progeny: “He
imparted to them all his type, an
undeniable superiority; he was a

strong sire and left his mark on
them.”

Massoud initially spent thirteen years
at Le Pin, where he covered 291
mares, though this resulted in only 132

offspring. Yet although his offspring
quality,
Massoud was only truly appreciated
after his death: “He endowed them
with a striking head, strong, clear,
broad limbs — particularly powerful
at the hock — beautiful gaits and a
This
would certainly have satisfied even

were of  considerable

magnificent conformation.
the most demanding of judges;
yet the regulations stipulated that
premiums could only be awarded
for tall broodmares, and there was
always a fear that the daughters of
Massoud — who was so small amidst
the Norman population — would not
reach the required height. However,
when Massoud happened to be
mated with one of those unassuming,
sturdy mares that constitute the

wealth and reputation of a horse-
breeding region, he sired powerful
carriage horses and stallions of the
highest order, of which Marmot was
to be the most brilliant example.”
Massoud covered the stud’s own
mares at Le Pin and became the pillar
upon which the foundations of the
future Anglo-Arabian breed were
to rest. He also covered mares in
Tarbes, where he stood for just two
years and sired 49 offspring (though
not all of them were purebred), and
finally in Pompadour, where, after
1835, attempts were made to perfect
the ‘purebred French Arab’.

There he was reunited with his
travelling companion Nichab and
died shortly after the arrival of
Eugene Gayot.




NAME

THE IMPORTS OF M. DE PORTES AND DAMOISEAU

FOR THE FRENCH GOVERNMENT 1819/1820
According to the French Studbook, Vol. 1 (1838)

DESCRIPTION & HISTORY

ABUFAR

ABOU-ARKOUB

ABJAR

ABOUSEIF

ACHMET BEY

ADDAL

BEDOUIN

BERCK

CHELEBY

DAHER

DIVAN EFFENDI

DREY

Grey, born 1813. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Rodez from 1821 to 1825; at the stallion depot of Pau from
1826 to 1829.

Died in 1829, after the breeding season.

Bay, born 1814. Originating from Syria; purchased in Marseille by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Blois from 1822 to 1824; at the stallion depot of Pau from 1825
to 1835; at the stallion depot of Tarbes until his death, from 1835 to 1836.

Black, born 1814. Purchased in Aleppo by M. de Portes in 1820.

At the stallion depot of Braisne in 1821; at the stallion depot of Angers from 1822 to
1825.

Died in 1825. He covered 7 mares.

Grey, born 1812. Imported from Syria in 1820 by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Cluny from 1821 to 1827; at the stallion depot of Arles in the
years 1828 and 1829. Sold in 1829, after the breeding season, to M. Bourdic.

Bay, born 1813. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes in 1820.

At the stallion depot of Arles from 1821 to 1830. Sold in 1830, after the breeding season.
Chestnut, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes in 1820.

At the stallion depot of Aurillac from 1822 to 1829. Sold in 1829, after the breeding sea
son, to M. Bonnet.

Grey, born 1813. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the Royal Stud of Rosieres from 1821 to 1828; at the stallion depot of Lamballe and
Langonnet from 1829 to 18306; at the Royal Stud of Pompadour in the year 1837.

Bay, born 1815. Purchased in Aleppo by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Cluny from 1822 to 1828; at the stallion depot of Pau from 1829
to 1834.

Sold in 1834, after the breeding season, to M. Mirande.

Grey, born 1816. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Saint-Jean-d’Angély from 1821 to 1829; at the stallion depot of
Pau from 1830 to 1834.

Died in 1834, after the breeding season.

Grey, born 1811. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Pau from 1821 to 1829. Died in 1830, before the breeding season.
Grey, born 1815. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Corbigny from 1821 to 1823. Sold in the year 1823, after the
breeding season, to M. Mailly.

Bay, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Perpignan from 1822 to 1824. He did not cover. Sold in 1825,
before the breeding season, to M. Muther.
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NAME

DESCRIPTION & HISTORY

DOUHEY

DURZY

FRIGIAN

GAZAL

HADDEIDI

HADJY

HALEBY

HONTIEF

KEBECHE

KELLY

MAHAMA

MAHRUCK

MASSOUD

Chestnut, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the Royal Stud of Pompadour from 1822 to 1825; at the stallion depot of Saint-
Maixent from 1826 to 1829.

Sold in 1829, after the breeding season, to M. Jaidy.

Grey, born 1815. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Angers from 1821 to 1833. Sold in 1833, after the breeding sea
son, to M. Roux.

Grey, born 1818. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Libourne in the years 1823 and 1824; at the stallion depot of
Saint-Maixent from 1825 to 1830; at the stallion depot of Pau from 1831 to 1837.
Part 2 (from AP 4-25 Damoiseau2.jpg)

Grey, born 1816. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Corbigny from 1821 to 1827. Died in 1827, after the breeding
season.

Grey, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Tarbes from 1822 to 1828. Died in 1828, after the breeding season.
Grey, born 1815. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Saint-Maixent from 1821 to 1833. Sold in 1833, after the
breeding season, to M. de Blois.

Grey, born 1813. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the Royal Stud of Pompadour from 1821 to 18206; at the stallion depot of Pau from
1827 to 1837.

Bay, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Pau from 1822 to 1832. Sold in 1832, after the breeding season,
to M. Touzel.

Grey, born 1813. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Angers from 1821 to 1831. Sold in 1831, after the breeding
season, to M. Devarennes.

Chestnut, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Pau from 1822 to 1831. Sold in 1831, after the breeding season,
to M. Couder.

Bay, born 1816. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Saint-Jean-d’Angély from 1822 to 1832. Sold in 1832, after the
breeding season, to M. Faure.

Bay Persian stallion, born 1815. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Braisne in the year 1821 (six mares); at the stallion depot of
Libourne from 1822 to 1826.

Died in 1826; he covered 8 mares in total.

Bay, born 1815. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the Royal Stud of Le Pin from 1821 to 1833; at the stallion depot of Tarbes in the
years 1834 and 1835; at the Royal Stud of Pompadour in the years 1836 and 1837.
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NAME

DESCRIPTION & HISTORY

MIKHAWI

MEDANI

MELHEAN

MONKY

NASSER

ORKAN

RICHAN

SAKAL

SARAF

SHCOUD

SHOUAIMANI

NICHAB

Grey, born 1814. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Langonnet in the years 1821 and 1822; at the stallion depot of
Angers from 1823 to 1827; at the stallion depot of Lamballe in the year 1828. Sold in
1828; he covered three mares.

Grey, born 1815. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Saint-L.6 from 1821 to 1820; at the stallion depot of Lamballe
from 1827 to 1834. Died in 1834, after the breeding season.

Grey, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Rodez from 1822 to 1837.

Bay, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Aurillac from 1822 to 1832. Sold in 1832, after the breeding
season, to M. Gaudin.

Bay, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the Royal Stud of Pompadour from 1822 to 1824; at the stallion depot of Libourne
from 1825 to 1829; at the stallion depot of Pau from 1830 to 1837.

Bay, purchased in Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Libourne from 1821 to 1827. — Discarded/culled in 1828, before
the breeding season.

Grey, born 1816. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Aurillac from 1821 to 1830; at the stallion depot of Aurillac
from 1831 to 1833; at the stallion depot of Arles from 1834 to 1837. (Note: The original
text repeats Aurillac with separate date brackets).

Chestnut, born 1795. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Arles in the year 1820; at the stallion depot of Cluny from 1821
to 1825. Sold in 1826, before the breeding season, to M. Lelong,

Grey, born 1813. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Langonnet from 1821 to 1827. Sold in the year 1827 to M.
Longs, after the breeding season.

Bay, born 1817. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Arles from 1822 to 1824. Died in 1825, before the breeding
season.

Grey, born 1813. Imported from Syria by M. de Portes.

At the stallion depot of Tarbes in the years 1821 and 1822. Died in 1822, after the
breeding season.

Grey mare, born 1818. Purchased by M. de Portes in Syria.
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