Conserve the Morgans
The True Way is to Breed for the Ancient Morgan Type
submitted by Bruce Orser
Excerpts of a letter to the editor in the April 9, 1910 issue of
The New England Farmer (author anonymous), in response
to an article in which the previous author advocated taking
the best of the ancient type to "improve it and make it
conform as closely as possible to modern requirements."

Quoting very fully from Mr. George M. Rommel's article
on The Preservation of our Native Types of Horses (U. S.
Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Animal Industry,
Circular 137), the decline in the Morgan breed is attributed
wholly to the craze for speed and the desire for greater size
which together led to violent and damaging crosses with
foreign blood. There were, however, two other causes which
were subordinate to the two named by Mr. Rommel: First,
the extraordinary prepotency of the early Morgan sires and,
second, the neglect to keep pure any considerable number of
strains of the old foundation stock. When I say that the
prepotency of the early Morgan sires was a contributing
cause of later decay in the breed I mean that because a
Morgan sire when mated with some miserable, ewe-necked
trotting-mare could get a colt with much of the Morgan
characteristics, and because such colt could transmit to his
offspring some of these characteristics the breeders thought
the process could go on forever. This led to a neglect to keep
secure the foundation walls of the breed. If we can now
restore to vigor the original Morgan breed we can let the
craze for speed and size rage unabated. Hackneys and other
large carriage-horses, trotting-horses and Kentucky
saddle-horses may profit as much as may be from infusions
of Morgan blood, but real Morgan breeders are but going to
be deceived again into the notion that cross-bred, mongrel
stock will keep the Morgan breed alive, and I think they are
going to keep enough of the pure-bred, typical, old-fashioned
Morgans to insure the future of the breed. So much for the
causes which led almost to the destruction of the breed....
I will not say that it is trite or sophormoric to lay down
the law that improvement must be made in every breed and
that breeders must set their ideals and standards high. Such
injunctions are useful. But when we get down to the concrete
case and the business of preserving the Morgan breed, which
was all but lost and of which but few specimens remain that
can stand comparison in essentials with the great Morgan
stallions and mares of other days, it is, to say the least, a little
presumptuous to talk of converting the breed into something
larger or faster until it shall have regained the lost ground and
be re-established on a basis where its perpetuation is assured.
Enlightened charity does not feed religious tracts to men who
are in immediate want of food, shelter or clothing. The
analogy to the care now demanded for the remaining
specimens of the Morgan breed is fairly close. The plan
should be for breeders to husband their assets, take note of
each other's typical Morgan stock and inner-breed for the
ancient Morgan type. That means conservation and it means
progress towards something better than we have today. If the
following advice of Linsley was true in 1856 it is doubly true
now: "Let the first efforts of breeders be directed to the
preservation of the good qualities already obtained, by taking
great pains to breed from animals, both sires and dams,
possessing as fully as possible the prominent characteristics

that have distinguished the race, and whose pedigrees trace
back from the best animals of the Morgan breed."
The fact that the ancient Morgan type once actually
existed does not condemn it. We are not to be limited in our
standards of breeding to the uncertainty of something that has
never been seen or to something that exists merely in the
varying imaginations of individuals. Nor need we swallow
the fallacy ... that there has been any improvement in
essentials over the ancient Morgan type. The fact is quite
otherwise. Therefore, the first duty of real Morgan breeders
is, as I see it, to retrieve what has been lost. By efforts in this
direction we shall have the inestimable advantage of union in
working for a common, definite purpose instead of pursuing
an unlimited number of dissimilar and often conflicting aims.
It takes no great amount of reasoning powers to see that the
one course is likely to meet with success, while the other
may easily end in results worse than nothing....
What is the "ancient Morgan type"? [Some] believe that
it is limited to an exact facsimile of the Justin Morgan. The
type is not limited to the Justin Morgan himself. It is the
type of the breed to which he gave the name - the breed of
which he and many of his descendants were typical
specimens. They were small horses. Justin, himself, was
fourteen hands high. Many, equally typical of the breed,
have been fourteen-two in height. Some specimens have
reached fifteen or a little more. Some have been below
fourteen. Height, however, is an essential feature, fixed by
history and proved by experiment to be substantially
unchangeable. Its fair average is fourteen-two....
What is the picture of the ancient Morgan type that we
may take for our pattern? There is no picture of the Justin
Morgan taken from life or tracing to any portrait taken from
life. The woodcut in Linsley is attractive but it is not
authentic. I have seen no picture of Bulrush. I have seen
what purports to be a picture of Woodbury, but I do not know
whether it is genuine. The pictures of Sherman are of very
doubtful quality. The old wood-cut of Hale's Green
Mountain, taken, I believe, from a daguerreotype from life, is
a thing of great beauty. Mr. Battell states positively that it is
from a daguerreotype. It was pronounced by Mr. Linsley in
1860, in the American Stock Journal, to be remarkably
faithful. He said: "We believe it is admitted by all, who
have had an opportunitity of judging, to be an excellent
likeness of the horse." Mr. J. B. Farnsworth of Windsor, Vt.,
an experienced judge of Morgan conformation, who knew the
horse well, said in your issue of December 4, 1909: "The
familiar picture of Green Mountain, which appears in various
publicitions, gives a very clear idea of the conformation of
this horse as I remember him." I think, therefore, that from
these statements, coupled with the glowing descriptions of
this famous horse and his acknowledged resemblance to the
fountain-head of the breed, we are safe in taking this
wood-cut as our surest historical pattern. Indeed, in an issue
of your paper last year I observed that Mr. J. W. Davis of
Fairlee, Vt., stated that the consensus of opinion among
Morgan breeders of today is that Hale's Green Mountain
Morgan stands as the model of the ancient Morgan type. In
gait to harness and in road qualities for driving, for which the
breed was quite as famous as it was for beauty of form, I
presume that some of the descendants of Sherman were more
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desirable. Linsley certainly thought so. He said of Black
Hawk: "He comes nearer to our beau ideal of a perfect
driving horse than any other animal we have ever seen."
These road qualities are desired with the conformation of
Hale's Green Mountain....
For a detailed description of the ancient Morgan type the
quotations from Linsley with respect to the Justin Morgan
give the important features with one striking exception. This
omission may best be supplied by Mr. Linsley's own words in
comparing the Morgans of his day with the Justin Morgan.
He said: "The neck, rather short, is carried in the same proud
and lofty manner that attracted the attention of all who ever
saw the Justin Morgan."
Speaking of Morgan horses generally, Mr. Linsley also
said: "The most casual observer of a good Morgan horse, is
conscious that he sees a peculiar animal. His short, light,
rapid step points to the great muscles which give him motion.
His prominent, clear, eager eyes, set wide apart, testify to his
courage and docility, while his clean, light head, carried
high, with short, pointed, sensitive ears, gives grace and
elegance to every motion."...
"To conform as closely as possible to modern market
requirements" -- there could be nothing more fallacious,
misleading or demoralizing than such a note in the
programme of any Morgan breeder!
Are the real Morgan
...

...

breeders attempting to restore a breed or are they engaged in
the speculation of trying to have on hand a variety of
commodities to suit the bargain-counter on every change of
fashion? In short, are they breeders or do they think that they
are inventors? I believe they are breeders.
For the average American breeder with all his wit,
ingenuity and shrewdness, I have only a moderate opinion.
The impatience to get results, the fondness for experimenting
in cross-breeding, the desire to change hobbies frequently,
the nearly constant thirst to make bargins for the profit of the
moment without regard to the quality of the subject matter,
the absence of a real love of animals, distinguish the average
American breeder from those of Europe and especially from
our kinsmen in the British Isles. We fail too often to
recognize any definiteness to a breed or to grasp firmly a
principle of breeding and to stick to it. As environment has
much to do with the making of a breed, so environment
affects the quality of the breeder. Knowledge of animals and
of the distinguishing features of different breeds, as well as a
real love of animals, is much more general in Great Britain
than in the United States. Then, too, the casual American
buyer has more money to spend than the casual Britisher.
Lack of discrimination on the part of the buyer in respect to
breeds and the buyer's goodly supply of money together help
the American breeder financially, but do not tend, to a
marked degree, to make him a real breeder. I have no doubt
but that if the Morgan horse had been a product of England,
Scotland or France it would have known no decline and that
we would now be buying Morgan horses "of the ancient type"
abroad just as we are now buying abroad the best specimens
[Some believe] in the "improved
of other live stock.
Morgan"; but the breeder of real Morgan horses, unless I
have wholly misjudged him, is made of sterner, steadier stuff.
I believe him to be ready and willing, in spite of what others
may say, to stick to his last and that he will win out in the
long run just as the horses which he breeds have done for a
hundred years in their hard work over the Vermont hills....
The work of breeding for the "ancient Morgan type" is
work worthy of any American gentleman whether he be the
hard-working fanner who has to count the pennies or the man
of leisure and fortune. I venture the prediction that as long as
horses are used at all and as long as patriotism, love of
beauty, appreciation of utility, and the desire to get "value"
out of a purchase remain in this country, there will be a
demand, in America, at least, for the Morgan of the "ancient
Morgan type."
...

New York, March 21, 1910-- Old Timer

