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privilege for gentlemen and farmers, me included, who 
started on Sunday the horses they ploughed the fields 
with during the week. On Sundays we walked our horses 
to the show and in the evening we walked back again, if 
we did not fall off from too much booze. That is what 
the sport was like then. 

Zangersheide has not only laid the foundations for current 
breeding, also the sport has undergone a metamorphosis 
under its influence. Thanks to Leon Melchior the sport 
became more professional and more lucrative. Johan 
Heins, Willy van der Ham, François Mathy, Eric Wauters, 
… they all earned their first pennies in the sport thanks 
to Zangersheide. Before Zangersheide, did anyone 
believe that you could earn money with horses and the 
sport? Only riding schools were generating money from 
the horse sport. Starting in international championships 
and Olympic Games were political matters. You did 
not stand a chance as a farmer’s son. The sport was an 
insignificant affair at the time and so was breeding. 

What you bred was determined by what the local stallion 
owner had on offer. And if he had five stallions in his 
horsebox, you should not ask for the one in the back. 
He would not take the trouble to unload them all. The 
first stallion off the lorry would cover your mare and 
that was it. And no-one minded, the choice of stallion, 
the pedigree, it hardly mattered. Purposeful breeding did 
not exist yet at the time. And suddenly Leon Melchior 
appeared at the stallion selection in Utrecht. Almé Z and 
Ramiro Z were sticking out head and shoulders. But 
instead of receiving applause, he was jeered at and was 
figuratively carried off tarred and feathered. Because, 

Melchior was one of them for the horse world in the 
70s, a visionary. Fortunately he was living in the 70s of 
the last century, seven centuries ago he would have been 
burnt at the stake. Mind you, I have had words and hot 
discussion with Leon Melchior myself. In retrospect, 
however, I found that he was often, almost always right. 
And for me, too, that insight always came later.

Sacred cows and established values only have one 
fundamental objective; protect their own institutions. 
But then came Melchior and he wanted to muck out 
the stables thoroughly, make a clean sweep with the 
established values and then you step on people’s toes. 
Do you know what that did to him? The harder he was 
opposed, the more he believed that it was necessary to 
go on. He just could not understand why other people 
did not see it. 

Leon Melchior was the first to unite the best stallions 
with the best mares. That was a revolution in itself, for 
until then every stallion owner had his own region where 
his stallion covered all the mares. Can you imagine 
how much fuss that created? For Melchior it was not 
important who owned the stallion, what mattered to him 
was the ancestry of the stallion. Leon Melchior was the 
odd man out, in all fields.
It was his idea to screen breeding stock on health. 
In the sport horses already had to undergo medical 
examination, but in breeding that sort of thing did not 
exist. For that, too, he was laughed at.

Before Leon Melchior and later Zangersheide no-one 
could earn a living with horses. The horse sport was a 

were lounging about on the slow train, while he was 
moving on the high speed rail already in the 70s. Were 
we now to look back half a century, we can objectively 
record that every breeder and every studbook has 
eventually come round to Leon Melchior ideas. But they 
did not know and realise that yet 40 years ago. Which 
people in history helped humanity progress? Visionaries, 
geniuses that were looking ahead for scores of years and 

‘Everything that was done and developed there was at 
first opposed and knocked down and yet every studbook 
copied his ideas. Do you know why every other studbook 
took light years to introduce what Zangersheide had 
been implementing for many years? Because Leon 
Melchior was an unrecognized genius. Unrecognized 
because he thought and acted faster than all the others. 
The gentlemen from the studbook with their bowler hats 

Always opposed, constantly imitated 

Time proved Z right
‘If Zangersheide had not come to pass, we would still be walking around in our bare ass’, says Piet 
Raijmakers very seriously. He was the Z-rider from the golden years, who in Barcelona 1992 won 
Olympic gold and silver on Ratina Z, after winning the EC gold the year before. Piet has seen the 
struggles of Zangersheide from close-by and will today still jump out of the trenches on the barricade 
whenever Z is concerned. 

Ratina Z and Piet Raijmakers - Barcelona 1992
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openness of Zangersheide everybody talks about with 
such appreciation today, permeated everything. Not just 
open borders, but also health, information, everything. 
The man wanted to move forwards and even that was 
unusual at the time. I still remember the visits of several 
studbooks. Classy gentlemen in three piece suits who 
seemed more interested in the background of wine than 
that of the stallions. Originally Melchior wanted to join 
a studbook with his stallions, but found two totally 
different worlds. In fact, he had no other choice than 

you were still faced with such cases today? Just imagine 
that you have invested all your time, money and energy 
in a horse and at the moment of truth you discover that 
he will never make it in the sport because of a medical 
failure. In the year 2015 that is simply unthinkable, but 
forty years ago it happened quite regularly. 

Melchior always wanted to know everything about a 
horse, really everything. And you had to explain it to 
him in logical terms, or he was not done with you. The 

Melchior simply chose the best and then crossed it with 
the best blood, no matter if it was a French or a German 
stallion or mare. And wasn’t he right? What are the best 
dogs? Mongrels! The best mix from all the bloodlines.

Naturally, mistakes were made at Zangersheide, as well. 
Only when you do nothing at all, you can not do anything 
wrong. Sometimes too much value was attached to the 
papers and less to the background of the family, but we 
soon learnt from that mistake. Additional advantage 
was that Zangersheide has always invested in medical 
progress and thanks to embryo transplantation, which 
was introduced by Zangersheide in the Netherlands, 
the possibility was created to see the result of certain 
combinations faster. ET was also repudiated by the 
eternal critics, it was the devil incarnate. 

But what Leon Melchior really put on the map was 
the health of the stallions. Maybe that still is his best 
achievement so far. The fact that we now for the most 
part have healthy horses in almost all the studbooks is 
thanks to the non-abating efforts Zangersheide made to 
this end. Is there anything worse than training a horse 
for several years and to find that his health does not last 
until he is a 10-yr-old? We may not give that any thought 
anymore today, but can you imagine that nobody cared 
about this then? How was that possible? Navicular, 
joints, bad hocks, OCD… it would be unbelievable if 

remember, stallion owners were a protected species at 
the time! Almé Z and Ramiro Z came from a top-class 
family and had jumped at the top. Nowadays they would 
be on the wish list of every breeder, in those days people 
would rather throw rotten tomatoes at them. And it was 
not that Melchior wanted to make a profit, not at all. He 
just wanted to give the breeders a chance to breed with 
better stallions and so improve the sport. Nowadays this 
is quite normal, but forty years ago they could not believe 
their own eyes. Again Melchior was ahead of everyone 
else, so much so that they got sick of it, which eventually 
made them think. 

There once was a small group of people who believed 
they had invented hot water. They brought the Irish 
Sport Horse to this part of the world, but what was 
an Irish horse without papers? And then gradually one 
began to realise that ancestry and health might have a 
positive influence on breeding and the sport. There were 
a few breeders who were of the same opinion as Leon 
Melchior but they were also jeered at and excluded. You 
had to follow the men with the bowler hats. 

And the few breeders who also went for the better papers 
were too small to force the breakthrough. And then came 
the battering ram from Zangersheide who would not 
be stopped by anything or anyone. He did not pay any 
attention to boundaries in France, Holstein or Hanover. 
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starting his own studbook and when he did, the whole 
world turned against him. 

There have been good horses before, too, but they were an 
exception. Nowadays you can find a good showjumping 
horse in every village and we owe this to Zangersheide. 
Leon Melchior cleared the way for healthy quality 
breeding. His enemies at the time are the first to confirm 
that now. I think I can say that people in general now feel 
appreciation for Zangersheide, that the other studbooks 
finally grasped what he had set in motion. And he was 
right, just compare a showjumping horse from 40 years 
ago with one of today. They are incomparable and this 
kind of evolution is unprecedented. It all started with 
one man, who later had many followers. 

For many Leon Melchior was a real pain in the neck, 
because he was moving so fast that the others did not 
understand where he was going. And many of those 
were stuck in their ways and could not or did not want 
to move ahead. They just wanted to stay put, but could 
not because of his impulsiveness and drive. That forced 
the competition to also take action and that was the last 
thing that the men in the bowler hats desired. It was not 
their intention, but under the moral pressure of Melchior 
they were forced to jump on the fast train. What was 
it like in the old days; Bowler hat on, badge on, judge 
a mare lead on a rope and the winner was determined 
on the basis of the one that presented her. Melchior 
never went for that kind of nonsense. He let them show 
themselves in free action and free jumping and that is how 
he determined who was the best mare. That approach 
was also heavily criticized. In fact, any change at all was 
already shot down in advance. But the mare on the rope 
may have been pretty, but was she a good showjumping 
horse? They never gave that a thought in those days. And 
Leon Melchior wanted to breed showjumping horses, in 
a breeding era in which horses were exclusively judged 
on their looks. In those days keeping horses was still a 
privilege for the nobility and the better classes. History 
has taught us that they kept the common people poor 
and ignorant and this was no different with breeding. 

They made the decisions and the breeder had to abide by 
them. A selection was nothing more or less than a beauty 
contest and it had nothing to do with the sport. 

And then, all of a sudden, there is someone who suggests 
to breed showjumping horses. That was unheard of. Free 
jumping to assess a horse’s showjumping abilities was 
another revolution. Melchior stuck a rocket in the arse 
of the breeding world. And then he linked breeding to 
the sport with the competitions in Lanaken. In fact, it 
was his mission to breed better showjumping horses, not 
just at Zangersheide, but world-wide. That is echoed in 
the basic principle of the studbook: to give everyone a 
chance to breed the better kind of showjumping horse. 

Leon Melchior has never recognized any borders, not 
in any way. Borders do not exist for him and when he 
encounters any, he moves them. One thing I know for 
sure, without Zangersheide we would still be in the 
embryo stage of ET, AI, OC and the horses would jump 
GPs of, let us say, 1.40m. Everyone agrees nowadays 
that Zangersheide burst open the sport and breeding and 
made them gain momentum.

You know how it went before, a Dutchmen would join 
the KWPN and a Belgian the BWP. What nonsense, 
are we not driving German, French, British, Italian or 
Japanese cars? Does it matter where the car comes from, 
what nationality it has and where it was assembled? 
You simply want the best car and today’s cars include 
components from other brands. It is no different in 
breeding.


