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VERMONT HISTORY 

Joseph Battell and 
the Morgan Horse 

Joseph Battell held forth that the Morgan horse-not the 
Standardbred-was the true trotting racehorse of America. 

F
EW VERMONTERS HAVE HAD AS VARIED AN 
impact on the history of the state as Joseph Batte!!. As a 
businessman, philanthropist, author, innkeeper, newspa­

per publisher, and finally horse breeder, his life touched 
nearly every aspect oflife in Vermont in the 19th 
and 20th centuries. 

Born in Middlebury in July 1839, Jo ­
seph was the son of Philip Battell and 
Emma Seymour, both themselves 
scions of well-connected families. 
Emma's father was Horatio Sey­
mour, who had served as one 
of Vermont's earliest United 
States senators, and she was 
among Middlebury's most 
eligible young women. Philip 
came to Vermont as part of 
the Middlebury College class 
of 1826. They married in 1836, 
but Emma passed away after 
a long battle with tuberculosis 
when Joseph was just 2 years 
old. 

His childhood was isolating 
and difficult, but he followed in 
his father's footsteps and attended 
Middlebury College. He would have 
been part of the class of 1860, but never 
graduated after spending years fighting his 
own ill health. He traveled in Europe for sev-
eral years, and when he returned home he pursued a 
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number of business ventures including real estate investment, 
publishing the Middlebury Register, and operating the Bread 
Loaf Inn in Ripton. 

Joseph had been a horseman all his life, and he viewed 
the coming age of the automobile- a "murdering 

monster destroying the peace of the forest with 
its thunder and bringing in crowds of peo­

ple" -with concern and no small amount 
of disdain. His Middlebury Register of­

ten carried page after page of notices 
of gruesome accidents collected from 
papers across the country, and he 
tried to have legislation passed fo r­
bidding automobiles from using 
public roads in Middlebury. He 
did not allow any automobiles at 
the Bread Loaf Inn. He preferred 
the pace and aesthetic benefits of 
horses, whether ridden or driven. 

In particular, Joseph loved 
Morgan horses. His nephew, Phil­
ip Battell Stewart, later sa id of him 

that "he was a militant partisan for 
Vermont and Middlebury, for Ver­

mont women and Vermont horses." 
He began breeding horses in 1875 and 

bred nearly 150 of them during the next 
40 yea rs of his life. 

In 1878, Joseph commissioned architect Clin­
ton Smith to build a barn on land he had purchased 

in Weybridge. For the sum of $10,000, he constructed a 
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Joseph Battell holding Nocturne, a Morgan he had bred. 

Fronti spiece for Daniel Chipman Linsley's Morgan Horses:~ Pre~~~~ i:~~:j 
Illustra tion of Figure, the first Morgan horse, that appeare in 

Linsley and Joseph Battell 's books about the breed . 
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.F1om wood cut in " )!organ llorses" _Fro11tispiece . 

CO URTE SY O F THE M IDDLEBURY COLLEGE SP ECIA L COL LEC TI ONS & ARCHIVES 

MORGAN I-fORSES 

O N 

1 HE ORIGIN, HfBTORY. AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THIB REMARKA BLE 

AMERICAN BREED OF HORSES: 
TR.\ C1xo nm J•.r.nrc nn 

FROM TIIE OltlGix.u Jl:'S-rrx MOUG.L\ ', TIIROt;GU TH J.~ .\I O:ff !\"OT ED 0 1• EIIS 

J'HOGES'i", DOWS TO n m PIU~EXT TL\U :. 

WITH NUMEROU S PORTRA I TS 

TO WlfI Cfl AltE A DDE:O 

HTNTS FOR BREEDING, BREAKING, AND GENERAL US>>AND 

1fANAGE1U:XT OF HORSES. 

WITH 

PRACTIC!f. DlRECTfO " FOR TRAl '.\'J'.\'O THEM FOR EXHIBITION AT 
AGRICULTURAL PA.IRS. 
, I 

BY 

D . 0, L I NS L E Y, 
U tD D LB:ElU RT , 7 T . 

VERMONT M AGAZINE 71 



Riders up on U.S. government-bred Morgans in Middlebury for the start of the 1921 300-mile endurance race. Below: Troubadour of Willowmoor, one of the Morgans 
purchased by government agents and brought back to Vermont, in front of the Figure statue to show his throwback type. 
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barn and outbuildings that he named the Bread 
Loaf Stock Farm and moved his nascent breeding 
operations there. Over the years, breeders across 
Vermont and then across the world had been devel­
oping different strains of Morgans. Joseph 's ideal 
was athletic, thrifty, and keen. 

He particularly liked his Morgans to be fa st. He 
himself preferred to drive them and would often 
fetch visitors to his Bread Loaf Inn himself, cover­
ing the flatter miles from Middlebury to the base of 
the mountains at breathtaking speed. For years, he 
carried on a feud with John Wallace, editor of the 
American Trotting Register, arguing that the Mor­
gan horse-not the Standardbred-was the true 
trotting racehorse of America. 

After a promising start, the Morgan horse had be­
gun to slide into obscurity when Joseph purchased 
his farm in Weybridge. The breed's fo undation sire 
Figure had died in 1821 in a field, unknown and 
unlamented. He had bred horses across Vermont, 
and several of his sons were beginning to put their 
stamp on the horse-breeding world. Clearly, a type 
was developing-but when does a breeding type 
become a breed? 

The first steps in this regard were made by Daniel 
Chipman Linsley, a businessman and Middlebury 
native, who after several years of research and cor­
respondence published Morgan Horses: A Premium 
Essay on the Origin, History, and Characteristics of 
the Remarkable American Breed of Horses in 1857. 
Linsley's book began with an attempt to describe, 
in minute detail, a perfect type of horse, and then 
proceeded to inform its reader that the Morgan 
horse fit his defined characteristics perfectly. He 
recounted-as best he could-the history of Justin 
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PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE MORGAN HORSE 

General Gates, bred by Joseph Battell Congratulating a finisher of the 1921 300-mile endurance race at the U.S. govern­
ment Morgan Horse Farm . 
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Telegram from Senator Ralph Flanders to Earl Krantz, director of the U.S. Morgan Horse Farm, confirming the transfer of the farm to the state of Vermont. 
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Morgan and his horse Figure and traced 
the most prominent sons of Figure. 

Soon after purchasing his farm, Joseph 
began to embark on an ambitious project. 
Aided by W.H. Bliss, also of Middlebury, 
he picked up Daniel Linsley's work and 
took it exponentially further. He retraced 
Linsley's steps in researching the life of 
Figure and added his own new efforts to 
that story. Even more important, howev­
er, he took Linsley's early work in tracking 
the first bloodlines of Morgan horses to 
exhausting, almost obsessive detail. In his 
introduction, he wryly states that "some of 
our friends have become impatient at the 
time consumed in the preparation of this 
work .. . " After nine years, during which 
he sent out more than 100,000 letters of 
inquiry and spent more than $150,000 
of his own money, he published the first 
volume of The Morgan Horse and Register 
in 1894. Key to his expansion was the cre­
ation not simply of a record but of a breed 
register, complete with rules of admission 
and standards. Subsequent volumes fol­
lowed in 1905 and, after his death, in 1915. 

In May 1907, Joseph offered the farm he 
had built to the United States government 
for a grand total of$1.00. The gift included 
the farm buildings and 400 acres of land 
around the farm as well as 20 or so of his 
remaining horses, including a stallion of 
his own breeding, General Gates, that was 
to become the foundation stallion of the 
new government breeding program. That 
program had already begun as a cavalry 
remount breeding program in 1905, with 
a certain number of the horses from New 
England expected to be of Morgan heri­
tage. Agriculture officials had purchased 
a handful of Morgan horses and begun 
operations in Burlington at the Univer­
sity of Vermont; with Joseph 's gift, they 
moved their operations down to Wey­
bridge. "In making this gift to the United 
States I am actuated, in a large measure, 
by a desire to encourage the breeding of 
Morgan horses and to effect their restora­
tion to their former breeding position in 
this country, and I trust this gift of land 
will be used primarily for this purpose," 
stated the warranty deed gifting the farm 
to the government, May 1907, courtesy of 
the Sheldon Museum of Vermont History. 

The United States Morgan Horse Farm, 
or the Government Farm, operated from 
1907 to 1951. During those years, more 
than 500 Morgans were bred at the farm, 

1900 farmhouse w/addition , 18 acres, 3,500SF, gourmet kitchen , pond & great room w/fi replace & pizza 
oven. 4 BR, 234 baths, shed, barn , & fromagerie w/cellar. All equip incl. 30min to Burke, BW & Cannon. 
Make cheese, brew beer, keep horses , create an artist's studio, or just enjoy the beauty of the Northeast 
Kingdom. $885,000. Nearby 3 10 acres of fo rest land w/ski trail s & 2 house lots $235,000. Both $1,100,00 

www.deluxevermontcheesefarmforsale.com for more info 
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Then (in 1934, above) as now, visitors flock to the farm, now known as the UVM Morgan Horse Farm (a small 
admission fee is charged) from May 1 to October 31 each year. (For more information, visit uvm.edu/morgan.) 

Green Mountain, a Morgan bred by Joseph Battell, being driven in front of the Middlebury Inn. 
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and by 1915, it totaled nearly 1,000 acres 
in size. Many of the horses bred at the 
farm were dispersed to other cavalry re­
mount stations across the United States­
at its height, in the 1930s, the remount 
service nationwide was producing as 
many as 10,000 foals each year. The farm's 
goals were to produce an ideal military 
horse and to research horsemanship. To 
that end, they tested the speed, athleti­
cism, and endurance of the horses they 
were breeding in events such as a 300-
mile endurance ride organized from 1919 
to 1926, in which numerous government­
bred Morgans competed and excelled. 

After World War II, mounted cavalry 
was clearly on its way out as a compo­
nent of warfare, and the remount service 
was phased out. Unfortunately, many of 
the horses that had been part of the pro­
gram were deemed no longer useful and 
were destroyed. The remaining Morgans 
in Weybridge were more fortunate; they 
were dispersed among the New England 
land grant universities, with 26 remain-



ing at their original farm. The University 
of Vermont took over management ofJo­
seph Battell's original farm and continues 
to run it today. f 
Amanda Kay Gustin is the public program man­
ager at the Vermont Historical Society, where she 
plans statewide history engagement and pro­
gramming. She holds degrees in history and mu­
seum work from Tufts University and Middlebury 
College. 

JUST THE FACTS 
Vermont History Museum 

109 State St., Montpelier, VT 05602 

Call (802) 828-2291 or visit 

vermonthistory.org 

Vermont Heritage Galleries 

at the Vermont History Center 

60 Washington St., Barre, VT 05641 

Call (802) 479-8500 or visit 

vermonthistory.org 

Galleries are generally open 

Monday-Friday, 9:00 a.m.-4:00 p.m. 

VERMONT MAGAZINE 77 


