
How many hands is it ?
Background Informat ion: For centuries, horses have been measured using "hands." 
George Washington was an avid horseman and owned many horses during his life. One of 
Washington's horses, Nelson, was 16 hands high, meaning his w ithers stood 64 inches off 
the ground! 

Main Ideas:

- Horses are measured 
in "hands." Today, 
one hand is equal to 
four inches.

- Horses are measured 
from their hooves to 
their w ithers (where 
their shoulders meet  
their neck). 

Skills:

- Crit ical Thinking
- Measuring 
- Math

Quest ion to 
Consider:

- W hy were horses 
important  in the 
eighteenth 
century?

Exp lore furt her!

To learn more about  horses and George Washington, explore the primary 
sources below  and the Horses page of Mount  Vernon's website. 

Rid ing  Crop Spurs16-Sided Barn

https://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/farming/the-animals-on-george-washingtons-farm/horses
https://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/farming/the-animals-on-george-washingtons-farm/horses
https://emuseum.mountvernon.org/objects/895/george-washington?ctx=a5bee27176a6ebdda4f1963ace94af3d4d157a8b&idx=26
https://emuseum.mountvernon.org/objects/1274/riding-crop?ctx=e5fdf417de8bf8f692dc10f808d01b1c2208cd03&idx=5
https://emuseum.mountvernon.org/objects/888/spurs?ctx=e5fdf417de8bf8f692dc10f808d01b1c2208cd03&idx=4
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/16-sided-barn


How many hands is it ? 

Did  you know? Horses are measured using hands! Horses have 
been measured using human hands for thousands of years. 
However, our hands are all d if ferent  sizes. Today, a hand as a 
tool of measurement  is equal to four inches. 

George Washington owned many horses throughout  his life. 
Nelson, one of the horses Washington rode during the 
American Revolut ion was 16 hands high. This means his w ithers 
(where his shoulders met  his neck) stood at  64 inches off the 
ground. That 's 5.3 feet !  

Depiction of George Washington during the 
American Revolution ca. 1830 .

Now it 's t ime for you to t ry measuring  using  hands! 

First , measure your own hand. Measure it  from the top of your thumb to the bot tom of your palm like 
this:

How  many inches is your hand?

Is it  more or less t han 4  inches? 

Now, measure items around you using  " hands"  (4  inches)  and record  your observat ions below :

1. How  many hands is this p iece of paper?

2. How  many hands is your favorite toy?

3. How  many hands is your favorite book? 

4 . How  many hands is your friend/ family member? 

5. How  many hands is your pencil? 

W hat  else can you measure?
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