
All about Shire horses  
A shire horse looks like he stepped right out of a medieval fairy-tale, with his             

massive height, long mane, furred feet and giant hooves that can measure up to a foot wide.   

These majestic horses came straight out of the rural 

shires of England, such as Cambridgeshire and 

Lincolnshire, more than 800 years ago to ride into war, 

work on farms and haul heavy loads  

Some facts: 

Horses can sleep both lying down and standing up. 

Horses can run shortly after birth. 

Domestic horses have a lifespan of around 25 years. 

A 19th century horse named ‘Old Billy’ is said to have 

lived 62 years. 

Horses have around 205 bones in their skeleton. 

Horses have been domesticated for over 5000 years. 

Horses are herbivores (plant eaters). 

Horses have bigger eyes than any other mammal that 

lives on land. 

Because horse’s eyes are on the side of their head 

they are capable of seeing nearly 360 degrees at one 

time. 

Horses gallop at around 44 kph (27 mph). 
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Feathering also 

known as feathers is 

the long hair on the 

lower legs  

A horse is measured from the top of its withers not the top of its head, to the ground. 



Size 

Shire horses are known as the tallest breed of draft 

horse. The stallions average a colossal 17 hands, or 68 

inches at the shoulder, with mares a bit smaller. Shire 

horses are frequent record holders for height. In 

comparison, riding horses like Thoroughbreds and 

quarter horses average between 15 and 16 hands tall, 

and weigh around 1,100 pounds. Shire horses often 

weigh around 2,000 pounds  

Temperament 

Despite their size, Shire horses are a perfect example of gentle giants. They are known 

for being docile, laid-back and easy to train. Spooking, bucking, rearing and shying are 

unusual behaviours for a shire horse. Generally, they aim to please and don't mind 

children, dogs, cars, water or loud noises. This mellow state of mind is often attributed 

to the fact that they were originally developed as war horses, a calling that required 

them to remain calm on a dangerous and chaotic battlefield  

History 

In the fourteen and fifteenth  centuries is  it was common for shire horses to pull carts 

that transported goods. The horses needed to be strong, especially as medieval roads 

were in poor condition. By the seventeenth century shire horses were used to pull 

carriages and coaches full of people, so the horses had to be even stronger and faster. 

By the Eighteenth century, carriages and roads had been improved and so lighter and 

faster horses were used to pull them. Slower and heavier horses such as shire horses 

were then used to work on farms. The shire horse soon replaced the Ox as being the 

preferred farm animal to pull newly invented farm machinery. 

 

 

A male horse is called a stallion  

A female horse is 

called a mare  

A young male horse is 

called a colt. 

A young female horse is 

called a filly  



Modern Uses 

Once the truck and tractor came along in 
the 1920’s, shire horses were no longer 
needed as machinery took over much of 
the farm and heavy transportation work 
traditionally performed by Shire horses. 
Tractors replaced them on farms and lorries replaced the horse 
drawn wagon. By 1960’s, the breed was in danger, meaning the 
number were quickly decreasing.  

Some farmers and communities like the Amish still use Shire 
horses for ploughing and hauling heavy loads.  

The main interest in Shire horses today is for showing and 
pleasure. Shires are shown not only in conformation classes 
but in pulling and driving competitions. Some are even shown 
in Western pleasure classes. Their gentle ways have also made 
them popular for recreational riding, despite their massive size. 
Shire horses are also put to work in logging operations since 
they can manoeuvre easily in places were machinery cannot. 

Nowadays people are working to protect the shire horse breed 
and have become more popular as riding horses. 

Colour me in Shire horse 


