FIGURE’S FIRST JOURNEY
A historical fantasia on the theme of our breed’s founding fathers—two and four legged.

I

t’s all so easy today. If you live in Randolph Center, Vermont, Justin Morgan Had a Horse describes Figure as “a little colt.” He
and you are picking up two horses in West Springfield, may have been considerably older than that, and may have already
Massachusetts, you start by calling to make an appointment. sired foals. We don’t really know.
Then you hook up a horse trailer to
The round trip of 300 miles must have
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your pickup truck and drive a couple of miles
been an agonizing ordeal for a sick man in an
Illustrations by
to Interstate 89, Exit 4, where you get on the
environment so hostile. Tuberculosis (TB),
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southbound ramp for the 150-mile trip. First,
also known as consumption, a slow, wasting
though, you may fill up at either of two gas stations and grab disease, was not uncommon in the 18th and 19th centuries. Justin
yourself a coffee and a snack at either McDonalds or Subway.
Morgan would die from TB in 1798, at the age of 51, only a few
Now, good to go, you cruise down the lightly travelled four- years after he acquired Figure.
lane highway at a speed something over a mile a minute. In White
In 1790, there were 85,000 people living in Vermont. The route
River Junction, Vermont, you switch onto Interstate 91 South, for Justin would most likely have taken, the Connecticut River corthe remaining 120 miles, which will take you about two hours.
ridor, was interspersed with villages about 20 miles apart, so that
You might hit a bit of traffic when you get off in Springfield settlers would be no more than ten miles from some sort of town.
at Exit 13-B. You have set your Smartphone to give you exact
Here, south to north, might have been the route Justin
directions to the barn, though, and you arrive 15 minutes later.
Morgan took with his two young horses: West Springfield to
If the horses load willingly, you reverse directions, and you are Northampton – 18 miles; Northampton to Greenfield – 20 miles;
back in Randolph Center, horses tucked safely into your barn or Greenfield to Brattleboro – 22 miles; Brattleboro to Bellows Falls
paddock that same afternoon.
– 25 miles; Bellows Falls to Springfield – 14 miles; Springfield to
But now, turn your clock back about 227 years, to 1792, or Windsor – 20 miles; Windsor to White River Junction – 15 miles;
to 1790, or to 1795. It is a matter of debate exactly when the frail, White River Junction to Sharon – 13 miles; Sharon to Randolph
sickly singing master, Justin Morgan, walked all the way to West Center – 20 miles.
Springfield to collect a debt, and returned with two horses as
How long did it take a sick man with two horses to travel
payment. All we know for certain is that Figure was foaled in 1789, somewhere between 150 and 170 miles knowing that the route
and that Justin Morgan was born in 1747. That meant the man then was less direct than it is today? Where did he sleep? What
was between 43 and 48, and the young stallion was somewhere did he eat? Where did he find enough feed for the horses? It’s safe
between a yearling and a mature six-year-old. Marguerite Henry’s to assume that Justin had made contacts on his journey south,

ABOVE: Justin Morgan and the colt Figure homeward bound.
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Figure overlooking Randolph Center.

and that he took shelter with some of them on his return trip to
Randolph Center.
We know more about what they did not have—No rain gear.
No bridges. No ferries, at least farther north. No gravel roads. No
medical services. No public transportation. No restaurants. No
stores to speak of. No communication. Day after day, rain or shine,
endless slogging, one foot in front of the other, mile after mile,
through dust and mud, over rocks and roots, on steep terrain, on
deeply rutted roads, and on barely worn woodland trails.
How did Justin contain a young stallion while he slept? We
don’t know. There are numerous east flowing rivers and streams
that merge with the Connecticut River and from there flow south
to the Atlantic Ocean. The Connecticut River valley is prone to
massive thunderstorms which would have turned those tributaries
into torrents. How did Justin ford them with two young horses?
We’ll never know the answer to that either.
Justin didn’t know that the young colt would one day become
famous and bear his name, so that would not have raised his
spirits. We do know, though, that Justin Morgan was a composer,
and that melody likely ran through his mind and helped to sustain
him during that endless trek.

I use a distance watch when I ride. My Morgans walk on a
slow, uphill, trail at about three miles an hour, and on good flat
footing, at four miles an hour. A sick man might average two-anda-half to three miles per hour, and he might be able to endure five
or six hours a day, possibly covering ten to 12 miles on a good
day. My guess is that Justin Morgan would not have been able to
average more than seven or eight miles a day. If you factor in bad
weather, river crossings, rest days, and sick days, a trip that can be
done in one day in 2019 might have taken six to eight weeks back
in 1790.
When the little trio finally arrived back home in Randolph
Center, what a stark difference there would have been between the
man, near the end of his life, and the young stallion, on the cusp of
becoming a legend.
I can picture Justin, sick in bed, worn out and exhausted. I
can also picture bright bay Figure trotting the bounds of his new
pasture, head and tail high, ears pricked, nostrils distended, eyes
bright. He comes to the crest of the hill, looking west toward the
range of Green Mountains. Somewhere a horse whinnies. Figure
screams in reply and gallops down the long ridge line on his 30 year
journey to create a breeding dynasty that has lasted for centuries. n
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