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UNVEILING, OCTOBER 1, 1921
ABOVE: Two American flags parted by Elizabeth Stillman to reveal the statue of Justin Morgan (AMHA Archives).

THE MORGAN BREED’SEnduring Icon
u HISTORY LESSON u 

By Elizabeth CurlerAs one of the leading tourist sites in Vermont, the 
University of Vermont Morgan Horse Farm attracts 
8,000–10,000 visitors per year. The farm is situated in 
rolling countryside and is domi-

nated by a 19th century horse barn and a large 
bronze statue of Figure, the founding sire of the Morgan breed of 
horses. As Margot Smithson, the farm’s Operations Coordinator, 
notes, “That image of the statue of Justin Morgan standing proudly 
before the spectacular main barn is an awe-inspiring sight for 
anyone coming up the drive of the [farm], be it their first time or 
hundredth time seeing it—it just takes your breath away.” 
 The statue stands as a reminder of the honor and respect held 
by horsemen, and Vermonters for the Morgan breed’s role in, 
and contribution to, American and Vermont history. After being 
formed in 1909, the Morgan Horse Club did substantial promotion 
of the Morgan horse in a variety of ways to encourage Vermont 
farmers to continue breeding Morgan horses. The club did so by 
providing premiums and trophies for the Morgan classes at the 
Vermont State Fair, plus smaller awards at county fairs, sponsoring 

the 300-mile endurance rides, and purchasing ten Morgan geld-
ings for the cavalry program at Norwich University, for example. 
The costs of these promotional activities were underwritten by 

donations solicited from the well-to-do mem-
bers of the club.

The earliest mention that a statue of Justin Morgan, or Figure, 
was being created appeared in the New York Herald, April 24, 1921, 
although a later news article in the Portland Oregonian indicates 
that work had begun on the sculpture in the summer of 1920. 
However, the idea of a monument dedicated to Figure had sur-
faced over a decade earlier. In September 1911, writing under 
the nom de plume “Old Timer” in the New England Farmer, H. 
S. Wardner, a Vermont historian and avid Morgan horse enthu-
siast, suggested that a monument be erected in memory of Justin 
Morgan in Randolph or Chelsea, Vermont. Discussion of the sub-
ject had been circulating for a few years. Wardner expressed the 
hope that “Perhaps, some day, when such occupying themes as 
hedgehog bills, direct primaries, initiative, referendum, and recall 
have been exhausted, a Vermont legislature may have time for the 

 In 1921, Herbert H. Reese, the great expert on animal husbandry, proclaimed the statue of 
Justin Morgan at the U. S. Morgan Horse Farm, “the very best piece of equestrian sculpture in America.” 

One hundred years later, nothing has altered his affirmation.
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humanities and may make appropriation for a monument to the 
memory of The Justin Morgan and to the Morgan breed.” 
 At the annual meeting of the Morgan Horse Club in September 
1912, a resolution was passed to erect memorials to both Justin 
Morgans, the man and the horse, and to provide care for the graves 
of Justin and Martha Morgan. At that time, several Morgan Horse 
Club members who were politically well-connected in Vermont 
were appointed to a committee to address the resolution. It was felt 
that a monument would recognize the Morgan breed’s contribu-
tion to the evolution of America as well as portraying Figure in 
accordance with how he was described by those who had known 
him. It is not known if the Morgan Horse Club, or the politically-
connected committee it appointed, ever approached the Vermont 
legislature about funding a monument dedicated to Justin Morgan, 
the horse. Even if it had, the chances of funds being appropriated 
for a humanities type of project appear to have been slim. 
 Any consideration of further action for a monument to Figure 
appears to have been delayed until World War I ended. The approach 
of the one-hundredth anniversary of the horse’s death in 1921 may 
have acted as a catalyst for C. C. Stillman to propose the creation 
of a monument. Stillman was one of the primary supporters of the 
Morgan Horse Club and a major contributor to its promotional 
activities. He stepped forward to underwrite the $18,000 cost of 
the statue ($259,237 in 2021 dollars). The bronze statue was to 
be a gift from the Morgan Horse Club to the U. S. Department 
of Agriculture. News accounts noted that “it is expected that the 
statue will stand as a permanent standard of the breed.” 

 World-renowned animalier Frederick G. R. Roth was chosen 
as the project’s artist. Roth was particularly renowned for his skill 
in depicting horses. He received his early art education and train-
ing in Austria and Germany and worked for Karl Bitter for three 
years honing his skills. He participated in producing sculptures for 
national and international exhibitions and fairs, winning silver and 
gold medals for his work. Roth registered copyrights in 1916 for a 
bronze of Morgan stallion Donald, plus a Morgan mare and foal. 
As the owner of Donald 5224, one would assume that Stillman was 
the one that commissioned the work. Roth and Stillman, therefore, 
had a prior history of working together. 
 As there was no lifetime likeness of Figure, Roth spent time 
researching breed literature, studying old prints, scrutinizing mod-
ern examples of live Morgans, and interviewing many Morgan 
breeders to become acquainted with the breed’s type and charac-
teristics. There were written descriptions of Figure in D. C. Linsley’s 
book Morgan Horses and Joseph Battell’s Morgan Horse Registers. 
In addition, Justin Morgan Jr.’s letter to the editor in the May 1847 
Albany Cultivator provides a clue to Figure’s appearance: “Those 
who have seen the ‘Gifford Morgan’ will have a very correct idea 
of the size, shape, style, and action of the original Morgan horse, 
as the resemblance between them is very close, not only in those 
particulars, but most others, except color. The stock also of the 
‘Gifford Morgan,’ with which I have always been well acquainted, is 
very similar to that of the original horse.”
 Additionally, the Linsley book and the Morgan Horse Registers 
contain woodcuts, several taken from daguerreotypes, that 

EARLY DEPICTIONS
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Flying Morgan; Sherman; Hale’s Green Mountain Morgan; Woodbury; Gifford Morgan Jr (AMHA Archives).
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PEOPLE PRESENT
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: J. O. Williams and Herbert Reese, Superintendent of the U. S. Morgan Horse Farm (AMHA Archives); Dignitaries present, left to 
right, George Rommel, Chief Animal Husbandry Division; Mr. Hiss of Hiss and Weekes Architects; John Mohler, Chief, Animal Industry; Elizabeth Stillman 
& C. C. Stillman; Frederick G. R. Roth, sculptor (photo courtesy of the UVM Morgan Horse Farm); Dr. John Mohler delivering the speech of acceptance (AMHA Archives).

illustrated the appearance of many early Morgans. Gifford Morgan 
30 and his son, Hale’s Green Mountain Morgan 42, for example, 
are included among them. In an article H. S. Wardner wrote about 
Hale’s Green Mountain Morgan 42 in the September 1911 New 
England Farmer, he mentions that Joshua Scott “had charge of 
Gifford Morgan in the early [eighteen] thirties.” He goes on to quote 
Joshua Scott as stating, in 1853, “I have been familiarly acquainted 
with the stock of Morgan horses, from the original or Justin 
Morgan, down through the most noted of his descendants. I first 
saw the old Justin Morgan in the year 1806. Woodbury, Sherman, 
and Bulrush I knew as well as I knew my own horses. I consider the 
Green Mountain to be as full-blood Morgan and as fine a model of 
the old Justin and Woodbury Morgans as is now living.” 
 Flying Morgan 44, a grandson of Gifford Morgan, is not as 
well known today as he was during his lifetime. Charles Lamb was 
quoted in the Middlebury Register, January 23, 1885, “Whoever has 
seen Mr. Adams’ Flying Morgan has probably seen the most per-
fect pattern and likeness of the old horse that has ever been raised, 
in shape, limbs, gait, carriage, bone, sinew; in fact, in all but color; 
he, to my mind, was almost a fac simile of the old horse.” While 
there may not be a lifetime likeness of Figure himself, many of his 
descendants, over multiple generations, were known to closely 
resemble him and, from these representations, Roth was able to 
prepare a model of the horse.  
 The first step in the process of creating a sculpture is to make 

a model out of clay. Work began on the clay model, from which 
the molds for the statue would be made, in the summer of 1920. In 
April 1921, the clay model had been completed and was ready to 
be inspected prior to being sent to a foundry to be cast in bronze. 
Among those present for the inspection were Herbert H. Reese, 
superintendent of the U. S. Morgan Horse Farm, and other Bureau 
of Animal Industry officials, plus respected horsemen. The April 
29, 1921 issue of the Middlebury Register reported that their col-
lective opinion was being sought “to assist by their suggestions in 
the perfect apportionment of the lines of the animal.” Reese pro-
claimed that “the Morgan statue will be accepted as the very best 
piece of equestrian sculpture in America.”
 Plans were made to site the statue on the lawn in front of 
the main barn between two large elm trees. The statue would be 
installed facing west and be visible from any point on the farm’s 
driveway. The actual location was staked out in mid-May 1921 
under the supervision of sculptor Roth, along with representa-
tives of the Morgan Horse Club and the USDA’s Bureau of Animal 
Industry representatives. After the site was prepared, the pedes-
tal, which was made of granite sourced from Barre, Vermont, was 
installed.
 After its final inspection the clay model for the statue was deliv-
ered to the American Art Foundry, in Queens, New York, where 
the molds were made for it to be cast in bronze. News accounts 
later reported that a foundry fire destroyed the statue shortly after 
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it was cast, obliterating months of work, although a news account 
of such a fire could not be found. Other news accounts mentioned 
that the molds were damaged but without reference to a fire or 
any other specific cause. Despite the loss, it was considered impor-
tant to hold the ceremonies during the 100th anniversary year of 
Figure’s death. 
 Time constraints made it impossible to create a new clay 
model and molds with which to cast a new bronze in time for the 
scheduled unveiling. In its place, a plaster cast was created for the 
ceremonies. Sculptor Roth began working immediately to produce 
it and had to work continuously to complete it in time. It was cov-
ered with bronze paint to simulate an actual bronze statue. Upon 
completion, the statue was shipped by truck from New York to 
Weybridge on September 27th to avoid unpredictable delays that 
could have been encountered if it had been shipped by railroad. 
Sculptor Roth was at the farm on September 28th to supervise the 
erection of the faux statue at the Morgan Horse Farm.
 H. H. Reese invited the Addison County Farm Bureau and 
Grange to delay their joint annual Field Day, so that it could be held 
in conjunction with the unveiling ceremony of the statue. Reese 
coordinated the details of the event with the Morgan farm. The 
event was regarded as an opportunity for farmers to meet Vermont 
state officials as well as those representing the USDA. Over five 
thousand invitations were sent out, encompassing all states, by the 
U.S. Morgan Horse Farm. 
 The palpable excitement of the event is evident in the news 
accounts leading up to the day, particularly those published 
in Vermont. The anticipation of the presence of Secretary of 
Agriculture Henry C. Wallace was high (and there was disappoint-
ment when he did not come) as was the upcoming horse show and 
unveiling of the statue. In a sense, the occasion witnessed the end-
ing of one era for the Morgan breed and the beginning of a new 

one. Those familiar with the old horses and old ways were at or 
near the end of their lives. The breed itself was adapting to use as 
pleasure or sport horses rather than as general utility horses.
 October 1st, the day of the unveiling, dawned bright and sunny. 
Although the official attendance for the day was pegged at 3,000, 
news accounts gave estimates of up to 5,000. Four hundred cars 
were parked on the grounds and about 20 horse-drawn vehicles 
were hitched under the trees across the road. Many photographers 
were present, as well as a government owned “motion picture 
machine.”
 The Field Day events were held in the field on the west side 
of the road: a championship baseball game, tug of war, running 
races for people, airplane rides, and running races for horses. The 
horse show proved to be the major attraction for the crowd. It was 
held on the oval located near the main house of the farm. It was an 
eighth of a mile long and needed to be widened to accommodate 
the entrants of the horse show. There were seven classes, including 
one for Ladies Saddle Horse which garnered the most attention. 
 After a lunch break, there was a presentation of the Govern-
ment farm’s Morgans, followed by the unveiling of the statue. The 
statue was unveiled by Elizabeth Stillman, the daughter of C. C. 
Stillman. The statue was draped by two large American flags and 
the flags drew apart when Miss Stillman pulled on a cord to release 
them. Dr. John R. Mohler, chief of the Bureau of Animal Industry, 
upon acceptance of the statue from the Morgan Horse Club on 
behalf of the USDA, remarked: “The work of a breeder has a scope 
which overflows the limits of ordinary professions. Members of the 
Morgan Horse Club are at once engineers in combining weight, 
speed, and balance; sculptors in molding future form, conforma-
tion, and style; historians in the study of traditions and records; and 
finally, philanthropists in presenting the statue of Justin Morgan, 
which many may study and enjoy.”

PEOPLE PRESENT
As many as 5,000 guests showed up, many by car (photo courtesy of the UVM Morgan Horse Farm).
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 After the event, the New York Herald noted that it was “a fit-
ting tribute to one of the most remarkable horses this country has 
known.” It went on to say: “The body of this noted horse was long 
but the oblique shoulders and sloping hip bones resulted in the 
short back which is a distinguishing characteristic of the breed.” 
Harness racing editor William H. Gocher complimented the 
sculptor, saying “[Roth] blended the airy poise of the Black Hawks 
with the substance and power of which made the Bulrush and 
Woodbury members of the family famous on the stagecoaches.” 
 Roth completed the replacement clay model over the win-
ter of 1921–1922. New molds were made and the bronze statue 
was successfully cast in the spring of 1922. The statue arrived in 
Middlebury by freight train on April 26, 1922 and was delivered to 
the U. S. Morgan Horse farm on April 28th. A stone carver arrived 
from New York to cut the inscription on the face of the pedestal, 
which reads: 

1921
GIVEN BY

THE MORGAN HORSE CLUB
TO THE

U S DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
IN MEMORY OF

JUSTIN MORGAN
WHO DIED IN 

1821

 Sculptor Roth arrived on May 2nd to oversee the placement 
of the statue onto its pedestal. Being one-quarter oversized, the 
bronze was ten feet tall from its base to the top of the head and 
weighed 2,500 pounds. Two hundred years after the death of 
Figure this iconic one-hundred-year-old statue carries on as an 
orthodox representation of the Morgan breed. It has been a mecca 

for Morgan owners and admirers since its installation. Margot 
Smithson affirms, “As a symbol of gratitude and appreciation for 
the efforts sustained by the farm in Weybridge to perpetuate and 
improve the Morgan breed, the statue is an icon and ever-present 
reminder of our mission to promote and perpetuate the Vermont 
State Animal. Furthermore, the historical significance of the farm 
and its impact on America’s breed further emphasizes the impor-
tance of the centennial milestone.”   n
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MORGANS PRESENT
A driving competition was part of the horse show held on October 1, 1921 (photo courtesy of the UVM Morgan Horse Farm).
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MORGANS PRESENT
Morgans lined up for presentation include the important broodmare sire Troubadour Of Willowmoor, far left (photo courtesy of the UVM Morgan Horse Farm).




