
Judging Morgan Breed Classes 
by C.D. Parks, V.M.D. 

The following is based on notes prepared for the 
Morgan Horse Club Field Day and Judging Seminar, May 9, 
1959. This event was co-sponsored by the National Morgan 
Horse Club and the Ohio Morgan Horse Club at Mrs. John 

• Junk's Sugar Run Farm, Mount Sterling, OH. 
This information is being published in the hope that it 

will stimulate thought and interest in the promotion of similar 
activities in the future. The successful future of the Morgan 
Horse depends upon group participation, by which we can all 
learn from each other; as no one person has a corner on the 
information we all need. 

At the conclusion of this article is a list of the main 
sources from which it was prepared. 

The object of a Field Day and Judging Seminar is to 
bring about a better understanding between the judges them-
selves as well as the breeders and exhibitors. 

A great many factors enter into the judging of Mor-
gan Horses or any other breed of horses. Many of the princi-
pals of judging are the same no matter what breed is being 
judged. In judging any specific breed, a knowledge of the dis-
tinguishing characteristics of the breed is of primary impor-
tance. An attempt will be made to point out these distinguish-
ing features as they appear in the Morgan Horse. There 
should first be a general consideration of many related sub-
jects. 

Horse knowledge is a term that might be used to in-
clude horsemanship, horse husbandry, equitation, etc. This 
knowledge cannot be obtained quickly. It is gained, a little at 
a time, over a considerable period from reading, conversation 
and experience. When enough of this sort of information is 
obtained to make possible one's own deductions and conclu-
sions; then a personal, workable knowledge has been gained. 
An attempt should be made to increase this information and to 
draw more advanced conclusions in order to be able to con-
tinue to learn. This is why one person is never the undisputed 
authority on all branches of the overall equine industry. 

The nature of our individual information concerning 
Morgan horses determines the kind of horse we prefer and the 
relative importance of his particular characteristics. The same 
is true of the judge. Very few people form their conclusions 
from the same sources of information and experience. Conse-
quently, we all differ a little in our thinking and this is an ex- 

planation of why judges often disagree in placing a class. 
When we all understand some of the principles of 

judging the distinguishing characteristics of the breed and 
their relative importance, we will be much closer to a com-
mon understanding of our problem. 

The wide variation in placing the same horses at 
various shows is by no means dishonest judging. Again it is 
the result of a difference of opinion of the distinguishing 
characteristics of the breed and their relative importance. 
This is brought about by the great difference in information 
or lack of it, from which knowledge of the breed has been 
formed. Education is our only means of correcting this lack 
of uniformity of thought. 

Among the general terms used in judging livestock, 
we will consider the following: 

1. Type 
Type may refer to a class or a breed. Vaughn in his 

book "Types and Market Classes of Livestock" defines type 
as follows: 

"A type is an ideal or standard of perfection com-
bining all the characteristics which contribute to the ani-
mal's value and efficiency for the purpose specified." Ex-
amples of these are: draft type, saddle type, race type, etc. 

Barly in his book "Judging Saddle Horses and 
Roadsters" defines breed-type (Saddle Horse) as follows: "A 
beautifully conformed body rediating animation, alertness, 
intelligence, poise, distinctiveness, spirit and majesty in ap-
pearance represents the symbol of perfection." 

I like to think of breed-type as the model — the 
physical outline and the impression it conveys. It is the 
combination of characteristics peculiar to the breed. They 
distinguish the breed from all others. 

The Morgan Horse is what he is because of his 
type. The characteristics peculiar to the breed. They distin-
guish the breed from all others. 

The Morgan Horse is what he is because of his 
type. The characteristics of the animal have fitted him for 
the great variety of uses to which he has been put. These 
characteristics have made it possible for him to be the great 
harness, the great saddle horse; in fact, the great utility 
horse that he has been. 

Type in other breeds is the result of breeding for a 
specific purpose. The physical form that now presents itself 
in these breeds has been recognized as the type for the 
breed. We might cite such breeds as Thoroughbred, Ameri-
can Saddlebred, Standardbred, etc. 



It therefore develops that the approach to judg-
ing Morgan Horses is a little different from that of other 
breeds, in that type is our stock in trade. We must pre-
serve this type which has been proven so useful as a 
utility horse, and now is a superior utility pleasure type. 
In judging breeds bred for a specific performance, the 
performance is given primary consideration with type 
and conformation considered less important. The Mor-
gan Horse as a type, is not judged as a horse bred for a 
specific purpose, but rather as a horse bred to do every-
thing any other horse can do. In this wide variety of 
performance, we do not expect the perfection of the spe-
cialist in his field, but a creditable performance in all. 
When we judge the Morgan type with a specific perfor-
mance in mind, we lose the value of the animal as a 
utility pleasure type. In other words, halter classes are 
judged with those fundamentals in mind which have 
made the Morgan the great horse he is in diversified 
fields of endeavor. 

2. Conformation 
Conformation refers to the symmetry of the 

parts of the model and their relation to each other. 
Breed type is the model, conformation is the degree of 
physical perfection of the model. Barly says, 
"Conformation should be defined as the parts collec-
tively put together in the proper proportions and dimen-
sions with their correct relation well formed to one an-
other making the whole structure of the horse symmet-
rical and sound." 

3. Substance 
Substance refers to compactness of form. An 

animal of great substance is one of great depth and 
width in comparison with his height and length. This 
is in contrast to the animal lacking in substance which 
we may call "weedy." He lacks width of chest, depth of 
body and usually has a long back and body. 

The bone system or the skeleton is the base of 
the structure of the horse. The muscular system forms 
the general outline. The fat system fills the spaces be-
tween the muscles and bones giving finish to the entire 
structure. All of these help to constitute what is known 
as "substance." 

4. Quality and Refinement 
Quality and refinement are in a sense synony-

mous. Quality refers to the texture of the substance that 
makes up the animal. It is outwardly expressed by the 
degree of refinement of the animal. Quality of bone 
refers to the density. Quality of skin refers to its pliabil-
ity and thinness. Quality of hair refers to its length and 
diameter. 

Quality of the entire animal is most easily 
judged by the fineness of features and sharpness of the  

outline of the head and cleanness of limb, along with 
the pliability of skin and fineness of hair. 

Quality and refinement are as important in a 
breed class as type and conformation. It is the quality 
and extreme refinement with sufficient substance that 
makes the animal outstanding. 

Many judges have placed quality animals 
over those of good type and conformation, but which 
lacked a high degree of refinement. This is due, in 
many cases, to a lack of knowledge of the importance 
of the distinguishing characteristics of the breed. 
Since we do not always have good type and confor-
mation with quality and refinement in the same ani-
mal at our smaller shows, it is time we reached agree-
ment as to which is more important from a breed 
point of view. 

5. Condition 
Condition means the degree of health and 

amount of fat covering the animal and is sometimes 
referred to as "bloom." It is more properly termed 
"finish." Animals in top show condition must be at 
the peak of health and with the right amount of fat 
covering, to give them their smoothest appearance. 
Fat fills the creases between the muscles and gives 
the animal a smooth finish. Some animals can stand 
and need more fat than others to give them the fin-
ished look. Too much fat, however, tends to cause 
lumpiness and detracts from symmetry. 

Condition is reflected by the horse's expres-
sion of well-being and contentment as opposed to the 
dull look almost always seen in the thin, out-of-
condition horse. 

Proper condition is further augmented by 
proper trimming of the head and legs and thorough 
grooming; all of which add to the finished product 

6. Countenance 
Countenance is the mental expression of the 

horse. Each breed of horse has a characteristic coun-
tenance which is as different from each other as na-
tionalities of people. Morgan countenance should 
express an abundance of controllable energy, exem-
plified by a friendly attitude, and bold, energetic and 
fearless movement. It is actually the nervous system 
of the Morgan that makes him the invincible, but 
controllable animal that he is. The control of his 
great physical power was what made Justin Morgan 
the champion pulling, trotting, and parade horse of 
his day. This is in contrast to the "hot horse" which 
defies direction of his physical powers. 

Presence is the degree of perfection of coun-
tenance and includes stately bearing, poise, dignity 
and style. 



7. Color 
Morgan color is bay, brown, chestnut or black. 

There may be an occasional suggestion of roan in the 
chestnuts. Gray, palomino and spots are first hand evi-
dence of outside blood and are not characteristic of the 
breed. There should be some kind of penalty for these 
definitely off-color animals. 

8. Size 
The most desirable size is from 14.1 hands to 

15.1 hands, and weight from 850 lbs depending upon 
condition. Scope of usefulness of animals under 14.1 is 
limited and animals over 15.1 almost always lose some 
of the distinguishing characteristics. 

9. Way of Going 
Morgan way of going is just as characteristic 

as is his type. He goes the way he does because of the 
way he is built. Powerful muscles acting on the short 
bone structure of the limbs produces the rapid, powerful 
yet graceful and elegant way of going. The accent of 
action is on the flexion of the pasterns rather than the 
knees and hocks. The Morgan should move in a bold, 
fearless, animated, balanced and light manner. The 
stride is not long nor high, but extremely powerful and 
elastic. 

10. Soundness 
Any structural deformity of physical injury 

which impairs the normal function of the animal is an 
unsoundness. Blemishes are usually scars from some 
injury and may not be unsoundnesses. Most common of 
the unsoundnesses are: spavins, curbs and ringbones. 
Less serious unsouncinesses are: splints, bog spavins, 
thickened tendons, tied-in tendons and badly formed 
feet 

Physical Characteristics of the Morgan Horse 

Head 
The head should be straight or slightly dished 

as seen from the side. The forehead should be broad 
and flat, the ears very short, broad and upright set wide 
apart and carried forward. The eye, the most expressive 
feature of the animal, should be large, dark in color, 
bright and set well out on the sides of the head. The 
jowl should be very large and deep, round at the angle 
and tapered to a fine muzzle. The most characteristic 
points of the head are: short, forehead should be rela-
tively long, and broad expressive ear; large, bold eye set 
out on the head; heavy, rounded jowl. 

Neck 
The neck should be of medium length, deep 

from the top to the bottom, especially at the shoulder 
and of medium thickness from side to side, flat and not  

rounded on the sides. It should be heavily crested; 
stallions having a heavy, rounded crest and the mares 
a fine, knifelike crest. The crest should form a 
smooth curve from the poll through the withers into 
the back. The bottom line of the neck should be 
straight or slightly concave. The throttle should be 
comparatively deep but clean cut. The most charac-
teristic points of the neck are: high crest, smooth 
curve from the poll through the withers into the back, 
deep at the shoulder. 

Forequarter 
The shoulder should be very sloping and 

well laid back at the top. The neck, the withers and 
back should blend smoothly. The withers should be 
of medium height. The sides of the withers should 
blend smoothly with the neck and the barrel with no 
lumpiness in this area. The points of the shoulder 
and the elbow should lay close to the barrel, never 
loosely attached. The breast bone should slightly pro-
trude in front of the shoulder points. The arch of the 
front legs, viewed from the front, should be pointed at 
the top, with the inside muscles running well down 
the leg. The legs should be not too far apart and car-
ried straight down to the ground. The arm, that part 
of the leg between the point of the shoulder and the 
elbows, should be short and well let down at the el-
bow, making this part of the forequarter rather up-
right. This compensates for the extreme slope of the 
shoulder. This angulation of shoulder and arm is 
probably the most distinctive single physical charac-
teristic of the Morgan horse, and has great bearing on 
his way of going. The forearm should be relatively 
long and heavily muscled. The muscles here are very 
full just below the elbow and taper sharply into a well 
defined knee, giving the forearm a conical appear-
ance from the side and front. The cannon should be 
very short, the pastern of medium length and angle, 
the tendon set well back especially at the knees. The 
feet should be of a size proportionate to the animal, 
round and of dense structure, open at the heel, con-
cave sole and not too low in the heel. The whole 
forequarter is very muscular, but smooth. The most 
characteristic points are: sloping shoulder, protrud-
ing breast bone, short and heavily muscled, upright 
arm, short cannon. 

Barrel 
The barrel is that part of the body between 

the withers and the hips. The ribs should be well 
sprung, giving the body a barrel-like appearance, 
deep through the heart girth and deep at the flank. 
The top line should be short compared to the bottom 
line. The loin joins the body and the rear quarters. 



This structure should be short and broad. It has been 
proven that many Morgans have but five lumbar verte-
brae (which is the part of the spinal column making up 
this region) rather than the six which is common to all 
other breeds except the Arabian. The characteristic 
points of the barrel are: pronounced spring of ribs, and 
short top line. 

Rear Quarter 
The croup should be relatively long, with the 

hip bone well forward. It should be round when viewed 
from both the sides and the rear. The tail should be set 
high and carried straight high, and well arched. The 
thigh should be heavily muscled, with the stifle low and 
well forward. The gaskin should be heavily muscled as r  
viewed from both side and rear tapering into a well de-
fined hock, which is low and well under the body. The 
cannons should be short and straight. The rear quarter 
should be equal to the withers in height or very slightly 
lower. The size of the rear quarters should be in pro-
portion to the front quarter to give the animal proper 
symmetry and balance. The most characteristic points 
are: rounded croup; low, well forward stifle; low hock 
well under the body. 

Over All Picture 

The Morgan should have a fine, expressive 
head, well-crested neck coming out of the top of the 
shoulders, blending smoothly through the withers into 
the well sprung deep body, with round rear quarter, 
which balance the front quarters. The whole structure 
should be heavily muscled and round, giving the im-
pression of great substance and refinement combined 
with strength and agility, grace and beauty. 

D.C. Linsley in his book "Morgan Horses" 
says, "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 ears, 
give grace and elegance to every motion." 

A System of Judging 

A system of judging formulated by Jim Min-
nick, a Quarter horse breeder and judge, was published 
by Bob Denhardt in "The western Horseman magazine" 
in June, 1955. 

Step one of this system is a process of elimina-
tion and is accomplished by circling the entries in the 
ring and marking down, in a column, the numbers of  

those horses of outstanding type; in a second column 
those of questionable type, and in a third column 
those off type or unsound. This is a first impression 
assorting, which may require revision. In step two, 
the horses are lined up and each horse is moved indi-
vidually. Each horse is examined standing beginning 
with the head - eyes, ears, mouth, height, articulation, 
way of going, unsoundnesses (ringbone, spavin, curb, 
bad splints) crooked legs, bad pasterns, bad feet, bad 
blemishes, bad disposition, poor condition. 

When finished with each individual, it is 
sent to a station in the ring, where one believes it will 
be finally placed. In step three, the top eight or ten 
animals in a large class, will be at one end of the 
ring. At this time, the entire class is gone over again 
to be sure that no good animal has been missed or an 
inferior one placed in the wrong group. The top ani-
mals can then receive the complete attention of the 
judge. The final selection is made, consideration be-
ing given to breed type, conformation, way of going, 
quality, countenance, presence and individual prefer-
ence. A system of this kind is very useful in large 
classes of ten to thirty animals. In a small class, this 
routine is not necessary or even advisable. 
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