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Ho for California! Caledonia County
Gold Miners

More than two hundred Caledonia
County men and boys traveled to
California to seek their fortune in the gold
rush. Of the three well-documented
groups, 72 percent returned to Vermont
and of these 69 percent brought back
earnings of at least $300, much higher
numbers than usually attributed to
California miners. Their success can be
traced to close family ties, strong religious
beliefs, commitment to the network of
friends from home, and Yankee work ethic.

By LYNN A. BONFIELD

old! Word of the discovery of gold in January 1848, along

the foothills of California’s Sierra Nevada Mountains, trig-

gered unimaginable excitement everywhere it was re-
peated. People from all walks of life and all corners of the globe raced
to California by sea and land to try their luck in the gold fields—all
hoping to “strike it rich.” They hailed from Australia, China, Europe,
the Sandwich Islands, Chile, Mexico, and Peru. Mainly though, they came
from the eastern United States where most of the twenty-three million
Americans of the time lived. For the most part this was a male adventure
with family members left at home waiting for news from their wandering

LyNN A. BONFIELD, an archivist, divides her time between Peacham, Vermont, and
San Francisco, California, where she is retired director of the Labor Archives and
Research Center at San Francisco State University. Her articles have been pub-
lished in the Summer/Fall 2000 and Summer/Fall 2004 issues of Vermont History.
Vermont History 74 (Winter/Spring 2006): 5-47.
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loved ones. Among the rush of men heading to California and imagined
fortunes were more than two hundred from rural Caledonia County in
northeastern Vermont.

Many of these American gold seekers, called Argonauts, recorded
their experiences in letters written home. Some kept journals, day-by-
day records of events, to share with family later and to serve as a re-
minder of their personal participation in this adventure. These eyewit-
ness accounts penned during the California gold rush are outnumbered
only by those produced during the Civil War.! Preserved letters and di-
aries written by Vermont’s Caledonia County residents participating in
the stampede for gold are from the Danville families of Ladd and San-
born; the Hardwick family of Goodenough; the Peacham families of
Clark, Martin, Way, and Walbridge; and the Walden family of Roberts.
Some of these primary sources remain in private hands, and others are
available in libraries and historical societies across the country.

In addition, Caledonia County newspapers, The North Star in Dan-
ville and The Caledonian in St. Johnsbury, published letters from the
Argonauts. Historian J. S. Holliday credits these letters printed in local
newspapers with fueling “a dynamic process by which the entire nation
was emotionally involved in the rush to California.”2 The number of let-
ters mailed from the West Coast was reported regularly in the press. On
April 13,1850, for instance, The Caledonian noted that the steamer Cher-
okee had landed in New York with “the mails from San Francisco . . .
The letter mail contains 30,000 letters.” In 1850 postage for a letter
mailed from San Francisco to St. Johnsbury was eighty cents.?

The first Caledonia County newspaper mention of gold in California
appeared in The North Star on September 25, 1848, nine months after
its discovery.® Most newspapers, however, did not pick up the news
until President James K. Polk sent his annual message to Congress on
December 5, 1848, and announced to the world the “abundance of gold”
in California. “The supply is very large,” he reported, and “nearly the
whole of the male population of the country [California] have gone to
the gold fields.”s The news was out.

The editor of The Caledonian, A. G. Chadwick, was quick to re-
spond. He listed the high cost of going to California, the dangers, dis-
eases, risks, and poor chance of return as problems facing prospective
emigrants. Citing the history of such “excitements,” he predicted doom:
“In the periodical excitements of the world the proportion of the vic-
tims to the victors is about 100 to 1. It may not be in this case; it will be
an anomaly in history if it does not turn out s0.”¢ Tie Caledonian rarely
strayed from this pessimistic editorial perspective, but as exciting news
sells papers, it printed reports from California in almost every issue for
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the next five years. Danville’s The North Star followed suit, although in
contrast its message often encouraged Vermonters to go after their
“golden dreams,” even predicting that those accustomed to labor with
the pick and shovel would achieve “the success they merit.””

By 1850 more than 11,000 Vermonters had reached California, rank-
ing the state third in numbers of New England emigrants there, behind
Maine and Massachusetts, both more heavily populated than Vermont.?
Considering that Vermont’s population was only 314,120 at the time,
the number who headed to California is large. As for Caledonia County,
its population was 23,609 with only three towns, St. Johnsbury, Danville,
and Barnet, listing more than 2,000 people.®

Since the settlement of Caledonia County beginning in the 1770s, agri-
culture had been the main occupation of the area. By the late 1840s, the
competition from the West, what became known as the Midwest, drove
prices for the county’s staple products down, especially wool and grain. At
the same time, good farm land had become so high in price that young
men starting out could not afford to purchase a farm, and men with mort-
gages had many years of hard work to look forward to before erasing
their debt. In response, families moved west to new farms, a solution
many Vermonters adopted in the 1840s. California gold also lured away
men with the dual enticements of adventure and quick riches. When gold
was discovered in California, sons of farmers who had reached the age of
majority—twenty-one—and even long-time farmers dreamed of making
“a pile,” to use the common phrase of the time. Having to leave the com-
forts of home and travel great distances did not deter them from catching
“gold fever” and starting out for California. A Hardwick man put it suc-
cinctly: “Times are hard and money tight . . . . it is the hardest time for
trade and all kind of Money business that it has ben for years . ... for
one am bound to leave old Caledonia.”’® Reasons other than making a
fortune may have prompted some departures for California—simple curi-
osity, love of travel, desire to see the world, or getting out from under the
control of a strict father and rigid community social constraints.

The names of those who left Caledonia County for California have
been identified from family letters, diaries, newspaper accounts, and
writings in books and journals. The earliest hopeful gold miner from
the county appears to have been J. Jewett of St. Johnsbury, who raced
to Boston in early 1849 to join a company called the “Bunker Hill.”
Consisting of 224 men, the group arrived in San Francisco in October
after 208 days at sea. Jewett wrote home, “Arrived here in safety. No
deaths and very little sickness occurred during the voyage.”"

Other men with “the gold bug” traveled alone. One young man in
January 1853 told his father he was going to Boston. After the train left



Barnet, he changed his ticket to one for New York where he planned to
board a steamer for California. Describing the situation in a letter, the
surprised observer of this event added, “I did not understand whether
he intended to deceive his friends or whether he changed his mind after
he started.”? Another lone sojourner, Russell K. Rogers, a native of
Boltonville (later part of Ryegate), left his job as clerk in a store at
Peacham Hollow. His one surviving letter was written from the mines
on May 23, 1852: *I have been mining seven days made five dollars a
day ....Ilike mining as well as any work I coud co it is hard enough
but it gives me a good apetite and I feel as well as [ ever did . .. . [there
is] any quantaty of Vermonters round here.”!?

Most men did not go alone to California but took the trip with brothers,
cousins, former school classmates, church members, or neighbors. Al-
most a dozen groups of men from Caledonia County have been identi-
fied as leaving for California between 1849 and 1833, the years histori-
ans consider the most important for the gold rush." Most of these
groups left little documentation. Those for which scarce information
exists include four from Danville who left in January 1849.%5 ten from
Barnet who left in February 1850,' thirteen from Hardwick who left in
December 1851, a dozen or so who left Danville, Peacham, and St.
Johnsbury in fall 1852,' seven from Barnet who left New York in Janu-
ary 1853." and three from Barnet leaving in April 1853.20

Russell K. Rogers (1817-
1886) left his store clerk
position in Peacham in early
1852 to try his luck in the
gold mines. He failed to
malke his “pile,” but upon
returning to San Francisco,
he married Clara Walbridge,
and they settled permanently
in California. This photo-
graph of the clean-shaven
yvoung man was taken in
San Francisco around 1854.
Private collection.
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Among the steady stream of gold seekers leaving Caledonia County
were three groups of men whose stories have been well recorded, espe-
cially in family letters. The focus of this article is the activities of the
men in these well-documented groups. The first group, composed of
eighteen men, left in early January 1850, more than a year after Presi-
dent Polk’s announcement. A second group of twenty-four men left in
October 1851. A third group, including six former Peacham Academy
classmates and several others, followed ten weeks later in December
1851. All traveled many months and miles to reach the California gold
mines.

RouTtEs To CALIFORNIA

The trip was not an easy one. The first leg was by wagon or stage to
the closest train departure point and on from there to the harbors at
New York or Boston. From the Eastern ports, the gold seekers had a
choice of sea routes. Some Vermonters made the sea voyage around
Cape Horn, a distance of about 18,000 miles, which took, depending on
the winds and currents around the Horn, from five to eight months.
Others took the route via the isthmus at Panama, a distance of 2,000
miles on the Atlantic, about sixty miles across land, and another 3,500
miles on the Pacific. This trip took less than three months in 1849 and
that duration steadily diminished as land travel improved. A small
number of Vermonters chose to cross at Nicaragua, a shorter sea voy-
age but a longer land crossing. The disadvantage of either of the isth-
mus crossings was the cost, nearly double the expense of going around
the Horn, but the advantage was the shorter length of the trip. All these
sea routes put men in danger of catching tropical diseases and dying
away from family and home.

Dreading crossing the vast plains on horseback or in wagons drawn
by oxen, most Vermonters avoided the 3,000-mile overland route from
Adtlantic to Pacific coast. Norman Davis of Danville traveled to Califor-
nia by land in early 1849 and wrote his brother in Brooklyn, N.Y., in
early April that “were I to start again, I should go via the Horn, by all
means; for there you can sit quietly down and let the wind blow you
along, and besides carry as much baggage as you please.”?! A front page
story in The Caledonian on November 10, 1849, quoted a letter from
William Moody of Newburyport, Massachusetts, who also had made
the choice to travel overland. He advised “no one to undergo this route,
for all the gold in California.” Not everyone traveling to California by
sea, however, found the experience endurable. A Peacham woman wrote
in her diary in March 1852, “Henry Harrison and Samson have got
home, having been as far as the isthmus & returned.”2
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The gold rush forced Vermonters to expand their knowledge of geog-
raphy and to learn the pronunciation of new words. Early in 1849, The
Caledonian printed a lesson suggesting “Panama should be accented on
the last syllable, which is pronounced like Ma, when used as a substi-
tute for mother. Attach the n to the first syllable. Pan is pronounced
like the English word pan. Pan-a-mah.”?

THE EARLY STARTERS: MEN WHO LEFT CALEDONIA COUNTY
IN JANUARY 1850

The first well-documented group of Caledonia County men who set
off for the gold mines of California included a cohort of hopeful miners
from Barnet, Danville, and Peacham. These twelve men signed a two-
page contract on October 13, 1849, in Danville. Voluntary formal asso-
ciations, such as this one, were common for New Englanders who antic-
ipated that greater success would be possible if they worked together
with men they knew. This 1849 contract spelled out in detail the pur-
pose and arrangement:

Whereas an Expedition is contemplated to California for the pur-
pose [of] obtaining Gold by mining or otherwise—

Therefore we whose names are hereunto subscribed do mutu-
ally agree to bind ourselves to and with each other, to depart for
that Country as soon as practicable for the purpose before named—
to spend two years at least in the undertaking each one of us to
pay his own passage and contribute an equal proportion for the
purpose of purchasing such mining utensils, tents, boats &c¢ as shall
be deemed necessary for the faithful and effective prosecution of
our enterprises or adventure—& each of us binc ourselves to the
other that we will render all necessary aid and assistance to any
one of our Company whose misfortune it may be to become sick—
and the expences of such sickness to be defrayed in equal proportions
by each—

And it is further agreed that the proceeds of our labors shall
belong to the whole of us jointly:—and at the expiration of this Con-
tract the avails to be equally & justly distributed in equal shares to
each of us—or on a call of a majority of this company a division of
profits may be had once in 3 months—

And one wishing to dissolve his connection with the Company
can do so by the voice of two thirds—and any onz may be expelled
from connection by the voice of two thirds—and in case of the dis-
charge of any member of this Company either on his application or
by vote as aforesaid a full settlement to be made with him; and his
interest to be thereupon fully satisfied and discharged.*

The home towns of the twelve company members can be identified
from town histories and genealogical records. Six members came from
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Peacham: Harvey Blanchard, Seth W. Stuart, Bailey Watts, John Watts,
John S. Way, and A. A. Wheeler; four from Danville: Chester Martin,
John Martin, Isaac Stanton, Jr., and William Whittle; one from Barnet:
Daniel Aiken; and one from Hardwick: Charles S. Martin.

Two sets of brothers signed the contract: John and Bailey Watts of
Peacham and the Martin brothers, Chester and John of Danville and
Charles of Hardwick;® and one set of brothers-in-law, Harvey Blan-
chard and Alexander Wheeler of Peacham. Seven of the signers were
married. The oldest man in the company was John Watts at thirty-two;
the youngest, his brother, Bailey Watts, at twenty. Most of the twelve
gold seekers were twenty-five to thirty-two years of age.?s Only one of
the group, Harvey Blanchard, had attended the Caledonia County
Grammar School, known as the Peacham Academy, but all had proba-
bly received an elementary education in the district schools. Caledonia
County, with its long tradition of district schools, produced Argonauts
who were literate, and many, if not all, wrote letters home.?’ Only Mil-
ton Blanchard, cousin of Harvey in this group, admitted that “he has
never written home but once.”? Fortunately, his brothers, cousins, and
townsmen did not follow his example.

According to 1849 town land records, three members of this com-
pany owned property before going to California: John Martin, Seth W.
Stuart, and John S. Way. From town grand lists, official town records
kept at the time recording the value of each man’s real estate and per-
sonal property, two of this company had money in the bank or in stocks:
Harvey Blanchard and John S. Way.?? These town records show that it
was not only the poorest of men who left for California.

In early 1850, this California-bound company left for New York from
Wells River by the rail line, which had reached there in November
1848. According to the journal kept by Chastina Walbridge Rix, sister-
in-law of one of the group, her Peacham family on the Sunday morning
of January 6, 1850, attended church and then “went over to the East
Part, took tea with our folks and bade John S. Way, Goodbye.” Alfred S.
Rix, Chastina’s husband, added to their journal, which was a joint effort:

The California Company started to day on their long & toilsome
journey & labor. We have no hope that they will all, 18 in number,
ever come back alive. But still we say, “Success to ye! Bet you’ll find
more yellow things than gold—more blue ones than the sky.”®

Since mid-October the group had expanded from twelve to eighteen
members. The added names were W.A.P. Blanchard known as Palmer
Blanchard, Leverett Hand, Josiah Shedd, and James G. White of Pea-
cham; Alex McLaren of Barnet; and James M. Walbridge of Marshfield.*



JoHN WAY’S STORY

From this group, four letters by John S. Way have survived. All were
addressed to his wife, Sarah Walbridge Way, in Peacham. The original
copy of the California company contract was preserved with these let-
ters in the Way family collection, perhaps indicating that John Way played
a major role in organizing the group. John and Sarah had courted through
most of 1849 and planned to marry when John returned from California,
but the marriage date was moved up when Sarah became pregnant.
The wedding took place only three days after John signed the California
company contract—John was not going to give up his plans for Califor-
nia. They decided that Sarah would continue to live with her mother and
stepfather at the Watts farm on Peacham’s East Hill. Sarah’s mother,
Roxana Walbridge Watts, described this situatior in a letter written
after John’s departure: “Mr Way Sallys man has gone to California.....
when she married him he was worth 15 hundred dollars in money but
that did not satisfy and he must try his luck in C [California].”*

John Way was known to be a hard worker, having served as a hired
hand on several farms, including the one owned by Sarah’s stepfather,
Lyman Watts. John was not a scholar, as good students at the time were
labeled, and his limited education is evident in his letters. In the two
letters describing the sea voyage, first on the Atlantic and later on the
Pacific, he gave a lengthy list of the steamer’s daily latitude and longi-
tude, which probably had little meaning to his wife. He did admit that
“we were all Sea Sick but John Watts Seth W Stuart and Harvy Blan-
chard was not much Sick.” As for food, his opinion was that it “was not
half as good as New England Hog’s have.” While crossing the Panama
isthmus, he wrote, “it is hot enough to cook eggs if we could get them to
rost.” He set the stage with this lively description: “The Company is all
in good health and Spirits they have been fiddleing and dancing while I
am writing this letter. Wheeler plays the claronet and Whittle the vio-
lin.”® At Acapulco he reported seeing “more gambling and Cock fight-
ing then I ever have in my life all put to gether.” Between San Diego
and Monterey, he “saw at least 2000 head of Wild Cattle on the Cost in
the Course of the day.” Thirty-four days from New York, he finally
landed in San Francisco on February 21:

Friday 6 AM arrived in the Bay of San Francisco cast anchor in front
of the town Paid dollar to get a Shore Mr Stanton [from Danville]
and myself rented a small Cottage for the Small Sun of 30 dollars for
one week and the house would not of cost in the states more than
$25 at the Most But we are getting used to California Prices very fast
Some of our Boys have been to work a little since they have been
here I worked yesterday and this forenoon and have: been studying all
this afternoon to See whether I Should Charge him 15 or 20 dollars



These photographs, probably taken at the time of their wedding in Pea-
cham in October 1849, show John S. Way (1822-1909), one of the first
men to leave for California from Caledonia County, sporting a fashion-
able beard along the jawline, called a “saucer” or “trencher” beard. His
bride, Sarah Walbridge (1827-1909), wears a dark silk cape or shawl—
probably to hide her pregnancy. Sarah had a baby girl four and a half
months after John left. Author’s collection.

for the day and half. I think By morning it will be 20 sure for I see
that men have no Consciences in this Frisco we have this alternoon
Purchased a Boat to go up the river to the Mines for 200 dollars that
would not of Cost 25 in the States.

Next John referred to the colorful expression “forty-niners,” as the
miners in the early years were called, used to characterize the Cali-
fornia gold rush and its exotic adventure. “Well now for the Eliphant
I think that we have seen a little of the eliphant in getting here.” His
letters were to describe “seeing the elephant,” an adventure of a
lifetime—exciting but also dangerous.™

But first John had to convey his disappointment in not receiving any
letters from Sarah. He ordered her to “write me once a month that is as
often as the mails come.” Before closing this letter, he gave a detailed
account of mail day in San Francisco:

The mails that come on in the steamer this time was sorted and
ready to destribute on Sunday morning and there was more persons
than could be served that day at the [post] office door—before sun
rise they form in roes and each man takes his turn . . . . no one
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attempts to [break] in the line . ... sometimes a man will get within 8
or 10 [feet] of the door and sing out who wants to buy my chance
they often pay an ounce of Gold for a mans chance and then they
exchange places it is the most civil place I was ever ir.>

By April, John’s letters came from the digging in Hangtown, Eldorado
County, California. Like most miners writing home, he began with a re-
port on his health, “good and has been,” followed by mining news: “I
have been on prospecting Excursion in Company with four others.”
John also explained why in his last letter, he did not mention the illness
of Harvey Blanchard. He did not want to worry the mother of the boy
unnecessarily, which certainly would have been the case, for the boy
who subsequently recovered began mining like the others. John was
careful in what he wrote about company members, especially when de-
scribing their success or failure, as he had promised himself “not to
write one word about what the Company made.” This promise must
have been hard to accept by the folks at home, but since it was the prac-
tice that letters be circulated among the families of those in California,
it did not raise hopes, and also kept his information private.

After two months in California, John gave his judgment to Sarah:
“Tell any one that wants to come to California to stay at home.”* He
did not explain if this was because of lack of home and family, poor liv-
ing conditions, hard work, high prices, or unmet expectations, but he was
clear in his message. Almost all of the Caledonia County boys whose
letters have survived shared this sentiment,” somewhat dramatically
expressed by a correspondent to the Boston Atlas and reprinted in the
St. Johnsbury paper: “If any of our friends anticipats coming to Califor-

nia discourage them . ... and if he hears any one say, California, with
an idea of going there, to just catch them and pur them in a Lunatic
Asylum.”3

By John’s next letter, written June 21st, he had received three letters
from Sarah, “and I assure you they were more then welcomed.” Al-
though he had promised to write nothing about mining, he could not
resist describing his recent claim “Paid 830 dollars for the Privilege of
four men to work with 14 others on the bar we since have bot out 3
of them and that gives us all a [better] chance to work on the bar . ...
we should get it worked out by the 4th of July.” He casually announced
that after a little more than five months “the Company broke up,”* giv-
ing no reason why this happened or if the procedures for dissolution
agreed to in the company contract had been follow:d. Historian Ernest
Bogart explains in his history of Peacham that this company “was dis-
solved after a year because of the heavy expenses for sickness and other
unforeseen needs.”*



In his fourth letter, John made a point of detailing for Sarah the price
of almost everything he bought so she would know how he spent his
money and what his meals were:

We have fresh beef which we Pay 30 cts per Pound we have it every
day Potatoes from 30 to 60 cts per pound onions $1.25 cts per pound
Pork 80.00 per hun flour 16.00 per hun Sugar 50 cts per pound
Molasses 8.00 per Gal Pickles $1.00 per Gallon Butter from 1.15 to
1.25 per Pound Dried Apples 60 cts per Pound Peaches dried with
stones out 60 to 75 all of the above articles can be found at our tent
any and every day it costs us about 150 cts per day to live our income
must exceed that or we should have to dispence with some of the
luxuries for I had but 140 dollars when I got in the mines.

It is not known how much money John had with him when he left Ver-
mont, but by all accounts the trip to New York, the stay in that city, the
ship on the Atlantic, the journey across the isthmus, the ship on the
Pacific, the stay in San Francisco, the mining equipment, and living
expenses cost more than three hundred dollars.#

Another Caledonia County man faced financial difficulties before
reaching the mines. The newspaper identified him only as “a young man
from Sheffield” who wrote his relatives in spring 1850 confessing he
“was eight dollars in debt to the company.” He arrived at Wood’s Creek
in Tuolumne County* “having walked seventy-five miles, and paid one
hundred and thirty-seven for freight and passage . . . . besides paying
for innumerable other things indispensable to a camp life.” He went on
about his troubles and how he solved them with Yankee ingenuity:

All hands went to work, and we only got $2.00 apiece per day, just
enough to get us a little bread and water for supper. After working
so for a few days, we found it would not answer, J— and H— quit
and began to hunt for work, and succeeded in getting employ at 5
dollars per day, and they began to feel a little better. But A— and
myself, what was to become of us? We wanted a cradle to wash [the
earth] with, but had no money to buy one with. Well, I will tell you,
A— went to hunting for gold, and I went into the woods to cull out a
cradle, and in two days and a half I whittled out a thing, from a pine
log, and I went to work, and got ten dollars the first day that we
worked it. So I think we shall live yet.®

Family at home watched closely for letters from California. Alfred
Rix, husband of Sarah Way’s sister, contemplated going to California as
he was not happy, or as the people at the time would say “not content,”
in Peacham and had asked John’s advice. John replied, “Tell Alfred that
the last 3 Saturdays have ben lucky ones the one before I wrote to him
four of us took out $1150.00 and next one after I wrote him—only 7
dollars!” John admitted to Sarah that “the best weeks work I have
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made in California was last week my dividend was $334 after paying all
expences.” He hastily added, “I want you to Keep the Particulars about
what I am making to yourself.”* At the same time The North Star re-
ported that the men who had left the area in January 1850 were all
“doing very well” in the mines, each earning about five dollars a day.*
John ended his letter with what must have been good news to Sarah,
who by now was the mother of a baby girl: “I shall be at home next
Winter some time if I have my health.” But he did not wait that long.

RETURN OF THE EARLY STARTERS

On August 24, 1850, seven and a half months after leaving Peacham,
John Way was back. Alfred Rix wrote in his journal: “The Californian
was at home again—with his pocket full of Rocks.™¢ The Caledonian
expanded on the situation but could not refrain from giving its negative
view of going to California:

Four of the “Peacham California Company” composed principally of
persons from Peacham and Danville returned home last week. Two
of them, Martins, both of Danville. The four bring home about $3000
each. The remainder of the company had not, all of them, succeeded
quite so well; but as a whole had done much better than the average
among the diggers. The company had dissolved, but a portion of
them purchased an acre, and were lucky in making a good selection.
The individuals returning had seen enough of the gold country—one
of them was just able to get home—sold out their shares of the acre
upon favorable terms."’

Of the eighteen men who left in January 1850. town records show
that fifteen returned to Vermont. One of the group, thirty-year-old
Isaac W. Stanton, Jr., died in Nevada City, California, on December 29,
1850, “of congestion of the brain, being sick only 25 hours.”*® Another
member, James M. Walbridge, disappeared mysteriously on the return
trip. According to his biography in the family genealogy, in August 1850
as he was crossing the isthmus of Panama, “he was persuaded to leave
his company and go on ahead. He was never heard from again, and was
probably murdered for his gold.”** A third member of the group, A. A.
Wheeler, does not reappear in the Peacham town records or in letters
from those who remained in California and thus is unaccounted for.%

Who did and who did not return is easier to research than the success
of the returned Caledonia County miners. Fortunately, among the John
Way letters is a receipt showing some of the men attempting to work
together as they did in the beginning of the adventure. At least four
members of this company pooled their riches in “‘one valise” that ac-
cording to the receipt dated August 11, 1850, contained “Fifteen thou-
sand & Two Hundred Dollars in gold dust.”>' Shipped on board the
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Receipt for “One valise said to Contain Fifteen Thousand & Two Hun-
dred Dollars in gold dust” made out to John Martin, shipped on board
the steamer Crescent City from Panama to New York, August 11, 1850.
Four returning miners placed their earnings in this trunk: Chester Mar-
tin, John Martin, Alex McLaren, and John S. Way. Private collection.

Crescent City from Panama to New York, the trunk arrived in Peacham
on September 21, when Alfred Rix wrote in his journal:

The Gold from California, dug by Way, Martins, & MacLeran has
come. John [Way] has got as much as a boy can lift all in 20s &10s—
he don’t tell how much in value, but I guess it is $2700.00.5

The winners seem to have been Chester and John Martin, Alex McLaren,
and John Way.

Of the fifteen in this company who returned, the earnings of ten can
be traced. They range from Leverett Hand with $243 on the low end to
John Martin and John Way on the high end, each with at least three
thousand dollars, probably more. Town land records point to earnings if
the miners purchased real estate upon their return. Of this early group
of Caledonia County miners, five men purchased real estate, probably
farms, as recorded in land records: Daniel Aiken and Alex McLaren in
Barnet, John Martin in Danville, John S. Way in Hardwick, and Harvey
Blanchard in Peacham.

Two members of this group returned with no financial gain. James G.
White came back empty handed and in poor health. He died on May 19,
1852, shortly after arriving in Peacham.?* Bailey Watts also was un-
successful in the mines and within a year went back to California for a
second try.
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John Way moved his family to a farm in Hardwick two months after
returning. In a letter, Sarah’s mother claimed John purchased his farm
for $2,100. Still not satisfied, John flirted with the idea in 1853 of going
to the gold rush in Australia. Instead, in spring 1855, he took his family,
now with two children, to Minnesota.* Bill Whittle and the Martin
brothers also moved to Minnesota around the same year. John Way
purchased 160 acres and eventually built a solid two-story frame house
in Northfield with lumber from John Martin’s sawmills and lumber
yards and with the help of labor by Bill Whittle and Chester Martin.®
Once more the California company members were working together.
The well-being and financial success of these miners can be traced to
their trip to the California gold fields.

THE SEcOND WAVE: MEN WHO LEFT CALEDONIA COUNTY
IN OCTOBER 1851

In the fall of 1851, two and a half years after the discovery of gold in
California, a second group of men whose trip has been well docu-
mented left Caledonia County. These men departed by train from the
railroad depot in Barnet, which had opened in the fall of 1850. The
group was much more loosely organized than the earlier company of
John Way, and no formal contract was drawn up. However, the men did
meet several times and fourteen contributed fifty dollars each to send
one of their group to New York to scout for transportation to Califor-
nia. The one chosen was Alfred Rix, the former principal of the Pea-
cham Academy and a new member of the Vermont bar. Alfred took the
train to New York and returned with little information other than that
the men simply needed to go to New York and sign up for a ship.%

This group eventually consisted of twenty-four men: sixteen from Pea-
cham, four from Danville, three from Ryegate, and one from Barnet.%’
In striking contrast to the earlier group, almost all of these men had at-
tended the noted Peacham Academy. Education had long been recognized
in New England as key to a better life. In Vermont a good education
was so valued that when twenty-three-year-old Isaac Pollard of Plymouth
wrote from the gold mines to a relative considering coming to Califor-
nia, Isaac told him “he had better come to Cal. if he could not have the
privilege of going to school more than 2 or 3 terms, but if he could go
through college he had better do it and let Cal. pass from his mind.”®

In this group were two sets of brothers: Chandler and Mark Blanchard
of Peacham and Ambrose and Henry Knight of Ryegate. The lawyer, Al-
fred Rix, traveled with his cousin Sidney Rix, brother-in-law Dustan Wal-
bridge, both of Peacham, and his older brother, Oscar Rix, who came from
Boston to join the group in New York. Dustan, a newly minted wheel-



wright, was the youngest of the group at eighteen. The oldest man at thirty-
seven, Timothy Cowles, Jr., had worked for some time with his father in
a hat shop at Peacham Corner.® Five of the group were married, and one,
thirty-six-year-old John Gracy, left a wife and five children in Peacham.

Caledonia County miners were no longer farmers with little educa-
tion. They shared the desire of the earlier group for financial indepen-
dence but having attended the Peacham Academy, they sought money
to establish their position in the professions or trades.

These Argonauts debated whether or not to purchase life insurance
before leaving Vermont. An obvious insurer was National Life Insur-
ance Company of Montpelier, chartered in the state in 1848. Research-
ing the company’s records, historian T. D. Seymour Bassett found that
although the company had charged high premiums to the 500 policy-
holders leaving for the California gold mines, collecting a total of a
third of a million dollars, it paid out, through the 1850s, only $121,000 in
death claims.®® Rowland Allen, who left Ferrisburgh for California,
took out two policies each for $500: one for the benefit of his wife and
the other for a friend who had provided funds for the trip. Rowland
died on the voyage and the Company “promptly paid” the thousand
dollars. The premiums he had paid to the Company were $24.15 for
each policy.®! In early 1852 when Alfred Rix investigated the possibili-
ties of life insurance for his younger brother, Hale Rix, who was
headed for California, he decided to insure with the Hartford Connect-
icut Company. When it was his turn to go to California, Alfred tried to
insure his own life with this company, but according to his wife’s entry
in their journal, after his departure, she learned that the company had
rejected him “on account of a trouble about his throat.”s It is not known
what this medical condition was but the refusal indicates that insurance
companies were selective in choosing their clients.

Immediately upon landing in San Francisco, the men of the group
traveled by boat up the Sacramento River about one hundred and fifty
miles to the Northern gold mines. There they experienced the same sit-
uation as J. B. Darling of Groton when he landed in November 1851:
“The whole region had been so completely worked that there was little
left for the new arrivals.”®* J. B. returned to Vermont with empty pock-
ets. The story of this group is told through the surviving letters of Al-
fred Rix, who settled permanently in California, and Dustan Walbridge,
who returned to Vermont, wiser but no richer.

ALFRED Rix’s STORY

Alfred Rix had rejected farm life early. At age nineteen, according to
the autobiography at the beginning of the journal kept by him and his
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wife, Alfred, displaying his wit, “got it into his noodle to go to col-
ledge.”®* He left his father’s farm in Dalton, New Hampshire, and moved
to Peacham to stay with his maternal great aunt, Sarah Morrill Stevens,
the mother of Thaddeus Stevens, while he “fitted” for college at the
Peacham Academy. Like his cousin, Alfred was & strong supporter of
abolition. After graduating from the University of Vermont and accept-
ing the position as principal of the Peacham Academy, he helped estab-
lish a Union Store in Peacham to benefit the abolition movement.
Local merchants, fearing the competition, attacked him verbally. Alfred
felt this was the cause of a sharp reduction in the number of scholars at
the Peacham Academy and thus a decrease in his pay. He sued and
eventually received some monetary compensation, but ill feelings per-
sisted. Alfred was definitely looking for a new place to settle. He must
have wanted a community with fewer conventions and less rigid leader-
ship, and a place having more economic vitality than Caledonia County
offered.

Alfred had carefully followed John S. Way’s adventure and success.
After the birth of his son at the end of 1850 and seeing his wife, Chas-
tina, comfortably settled in a house at Peacham Corner, Alfred an-
nounced his plan to try California. His wife’s journal entry for October
4,1851, described their last time together in Vermont:

Got up about half past one & got Alfred some breakfast. At two he was
oblige[d] to start. It is hard to part with a friend . ... where danger lies
in their track. Never Shall I forget our parting; if it be our last there
is a sweet consolation in the thought that we were & ever have been
the happiest of the happy in each other’s society. He was gone! The
hours are days. Lonely and sad am I & our little boy he misses his papa.

Alfred was a faithful letter writer. He even wrote Chastina’s mother
and stepfather, often giving a fuller picture of his activities to them than
he did to his wife. In June 1852, when he admitted failure in the mines,
he described his ill-fated trip back to the city:

You needn’t tell Chastina that while coming down the Sacramento I
lost all I had except what was on my back at the time. My blankets (4
nice ones as ever covered a miner) were rolled around my entire
stock of earthly effects, consisting of shirts, shoes, pants, vests, stock-
ings, hankerchiefs, letters, wriling apparatus and countless other “fix-
ings” ....some rascal no doubt thought from my affections I seemed
to exhibit for my pack and from the hand and weight of the thing
that I had a “pile” in it—so while the boat was touching at Benicia,
he watched his chance & as I stepped forward for only two or three
minutes he walked ashore with my flannels—it was in the night and
by the time I found that my roll was not aboard we were well on our
way to San Francisco. That’s the man what I curse every night and
morning. But when Chastina asks me how my flannels and hosiery



In honor of their first anniversary, Alfred S. Rix (1821-1904) and Chastina
Walbridge Rix (1824-1857) went to Danville to have this photograph taken.
A year later Alfred left for California, leaving his wife in Peacham. Alfred
wears the standard dark suit of the period, appropriate for the principal of
the Academy studying to be a lawyer, and Chastina wears a late 1840s style
dress with gathered bodice and slightly full sleeves. Peaking out from the top
of her head is a carved tortoiseshell comb tucked into a bun. Print from
daguerreotype, FN-31393, courtesy California Historical Society.

wear & last—am I to be blamed for smiling & answering her that she
need expect nothing else but that shirts & stockings made like them
ar” will last well and do good service anywhere.

He added a chilling story of life in San Francisco:

On the last arrival of the [stecamer]| we walked down towards her
along Long Wharf—the new comers were scattered along the streets
“sucking” the various baits set for them. We noticed an unusual
crowd about one of the gambling tables—we went into the Saloon
and looked over their shoulders . ... we noticed one poor fool—as
fresh & innocent as a basket of garden sauce—putting down his
tens & twenties—losing at every shake—& expecting. yes absolutely
knowing that he must win—he knew he could make a pile right off—
I was looking directly over his shoulder—I saw the exact amount in
his wallet & saw where it was going to—I knew full well the rules of
the house, that there must not be even the wink of an interference in
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behalf of the victim—not even by brother for brother—but I couldn’t
stand by & see what I did and do nothing—I pulled the booby gently
by the coat-tail—he took the hint & was fool enough to follow me
out—I told him to quit the diggins & he did, but the gamblers got
their eyes on me & followed us some distance. We were stopped by 6
of them who were ready for a brush, but after a short tongue fight
both parties backed off.

At the end of this letter, Alfred began to express a new view of life in
San Francisco, describing it in a more positive tone:

The influence of gamblers though still great in this city is on the
decline . ... Good men and good reputations are rapidly gaining the
ascendancy—men are bringing their families & accumulating their
property here & they must have their things in a saje place.t
With his college education, teaching experience, and law degree, Alfred
was able to find good and meaningful work in the Golden State, unlike
many of the miners. Within a short time, he took up his old profession
of teaching.® He started “to invite” Chastina to join him, and he held
out the threat that he planned to remain at least another two years in
California before even considering returning to New England.®’

ANDREW ROBERTS’S STORY

Another miner who thought of making California his home was
Walden native Andrew Roberts, who had arrived in San Francisco in
January 1852. Eight months later Andrew asked his wife, “how you
would like to come to this country?”% Mathilda, only nineteen when
she married Andrew, just weeks before he left for California, re-
sponded briskly: “I never want to see California . . .. and I hope you
will never think of setling off there.”® She had given birth to a boy and
her life was full with motherhood and increasing debts. In December,
Mathilda wanted to know how Andrew was doing.

I was somewhat disapointed on the reception of your last letter that
you did not write something about your claims . ... We should feel
a great deal better if you would write just how mutch you are
making . ... it is not because we think so much of the gold that you
get, but we want you to get ready to come home.

On the last sheet of this letter Mathilda wrote in her girlish handwriting
a six-stanza poem that began:

1 Wait for thee

The hearth is swept, the fire is bright,
The kettle sings for tea;

The cloth is spread, the lamps are light,
The hot cakes smoke in napkins white,
And now I wait for thee.™



After a year without her husband, Mathilda left Walden and made the
rounds of family members and began to “work now at dressmaking” and
“to earn my board . ... and see if I cannot pay up my last year bills.””!
When Andrew complained about her leaving Walden, she reassured him:

It will be considerable cheaper for you. They will not charge any
board and I think I shall work out if I can get a chance. I cannot get
along without some money. It costs something to clothe the boy, but
I would not ask you to send me any till you can without making you
short. I can get it some way.”

In May, Andrew “sent home three hundred dollars” and promised
more. He summarized his situation:

I hope you will not reproach me for not comeing home, but I shall

come as soon as I can fech things round to suit me. You know what I

came out here for and if you know me, you know I shall not come to

the states untill I have accomplished my object. If my health is

spared one year more, I hope I can get money enough to get us a

small home of our own””?
He was still digging in July 1853, eighteen months after leaving Ver-
mont. There are no more surviving letters, but family legend has it that
Andrew “did make a good strike.” He eventually returned to Walden,
where he and Mathilda raised seven children.™

THE WALBRIDGE SISTERS’ STORY

Chastina Walbridge Rix, after more than six months of cajoling by her
husband, headed for California in January 1853. She was twenty-eight
years old, the mother of two-year-old Julian, just out of diapers or nap-
pers, as they were called then. At the last moment, her younger sister
Clara joined her. Like hundreds of New England women, Chastina and
Clara traveled unaccompanied by male relatives to an unknown future.

The Rix home in San Francisco became a stopping place for Cale-
donia County men, and since Chastina and Alfred kept their journal,
there is a record of those arriving from Vermont on their way to the
mines and those leaving California on their way home. The names of
nineteen men, known from Vermont, appear in the Rix journal from
May 1853 to April 1854, when Alfred and Chastina ceased keeping
their journal. One of the last entries Chastina wrote appeared on the
first Sunday in April 1854:

More of the Peacham boys come. Among them George Currier & Wil-
liam Gilfillan. People all well at home boys took supper with us &
stayed in evening. It seems good to see those with whom we have
been acquainted before we came here.
The following Tuesday, she added that these brothers-in-law, George
and William, “called on us they start this afternoon for the mines.



Rather hard for those who come to this country now.” By spring 1854,
the gold fields were crowded with miners and those most successful
were using technology far more complicated and expensive than the
simple tools of the early miners. The Caledonian as early as the fall of
1851 began to proclaim that “the main chance for obtaining gold . . ..
can be done only by a large outlay of means.”™

Not surprisingly, some who stopped at the Rixes came to see twenty-
two-year-old Clara Walbridge, who had been a successful teacher in

For the Caledonia County boys it was a treat to coll on Clara Walbridge
(1830-1917), a girl from home who began teaching in San Francisco in
August 1853, In this photograph, probably taken in 1854, Clara is
dressed for a dance in an evening dress, velvet trimmed with lace, de-
noted by the exposed shoulders and short sleeves. Her ringlets are a young
woman’s hairstyle, popular from the 1840s to at least the mid 1850s. She
wears elegant jewelry—necklace, probably gold, drop earrings, and brace-
lets, fushionably wore in pairs. Ambrotype, private collection.
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Vermont and in the fall of 1853 began teaching in San Francisco’s
public school near Mission Dolores. Clara was spirited, as she demon-
strated with her choice on the Panama isthmus to wear bloomers
and ride the mule astride rather than sidesaddle, as did more ladylike
Chastina. Clara became a magnet for young men who rarely saw a
woman in California, let alone one from their Vermont hometown.
Throughout the 1850s in the mining area, men outnumbered women by
about one hundred to three, reported historian J. S. Holliday. In San
Francisco the 1852 census put the figure at “nearly six to one.””” A
single, well-educated, employed New England woman like Clara was
quite an attraction. She was courted by many, and eventually in 1856
chose as her husband Russell K. Rogers, whom she had known in
Peacham. They raised their family in California, where eventually they
both died.

DuUSTAN WALBRIDGE’S STORY

In the fall of 1851, Chastina and Clara’s brother, Dustan Walbridge,
had a hard time persuading his mother Roxana to let him go to Cali-
fornia. Only eighteen, Dustan had recently completed his wheelwright
apprenticeship and had not yet settled in any job in Vermont. The tim-
ing was good for him, but he lacked the full $350 needed to pay for the
trip. His mother felt he was too young to leave home, but eventually
she relented, and her husband, Dustan’s stepfather, Lyman Watts,
loaned him $200. The family, as his sister Clara wrote to relatives, felt
that if Dustan did not leave with Alfred, he would leave a few months
later without family.” For more than a year, Dustan worked steadily in
the mines, trying several claims, without success. Finally, in spring of
1853, he came down from the gold country to San Francisco. Fortu-
nately he had his wheelwright trade to turn to and he had his sister
Chastina’s family to board with. In an early April 1853 letter, Dustan
admitted his lack of success and explained to John Way, his brother-in-
law, the differences in mining from when John had been in California
two years earlier:

Mining is caried on verry differnt here now from what it was when
you were in this country I presume—the barrs, and ravines that are
easily worked with but little expence and which yielded fair wages
are pretty well skinned by Chinamen and greenhorns, and most of
the diggings here are in the hills, instead of toms and rockers, long
sluices are used, and all the dirt is washed from ten to 60 feet deep.

At the end of his letter, Dustan expressed the closest he allowed him-
self to admit to homesickness: “I should like to give you a call and get

some sugar or some of them trout you have salted downe I wouldnt
mind taking a mug of cider and a dish of apples.””



Dustan Walbridge (1832-1864) and Ira Rix ( 1831-1860), two failed miners
who roomed together at the Rix home in 1854 while they tried their luck
in San Francisco. Dustan, on the left, with fashionable bushy sideburns
and his watch chain peeking out of his vest, worked at his trade as a
wheelwright. Ira, on the right, with a trencher beard, worked at a saw
mill. Both men wear turn-down collars with cravats with large bows and
horizontal ends, popular at the time. Ambrotype, author’s collection.
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In May 1855 his mother Roxana, writing from Peacham, explained to
John and Sarah Way in Minnesota that

Dustan had lost 400 dollars by the company he worked for and he

don’t know but he shall have to stay more than one year yet he is

tired of the place there is so much cheating there he says he thinks

some times he will come home money or no money.
She added, “I hope he will.”® Roxana did not report that Dustan had
repaid his stepfather the loan that allowed him to go to California.8!
Dustan was out of debt but not ahead.

In San Francisco, Dustan began to express an interest in what one
Peacham miner called “business with the Sisters.”® In a letter to his half
sister Alice, he asked her “to pick out the prettyest girl there is around
there and ask her to wait till I get back.”® Later, he complained to his
mother that he was twenty-four years old, “almost an old Bach . . ..
have yet to write my first love letter have never yet experienced the
deep felicity of sitting up with any of those adorable specimens of fe-
male loveliness.”® His older sister Clara articulated it well when she ac-
knowledged that Dustan “was so young when he left home that he never
went out into society much and . . . begins to feel as though he would
like to be where he could be with young people.”

When Dustan returned to Vermont, he toyed with the idea of going
in 1859 to the gold mines at Pike’s Peak in Kansas Territory but instead
began to court a friend of Alice’s. In the fall of 1860, twenty-eight-year-
old Dustan married eighteen-year-old Abbie Hardy. Two years later he
enlisted in the Union Army. He survived the California gold rush but
died in the Civil War.#

RETURN OF THE SECOND WAVE

Of the twenty-four miners from Caledonia County who went to the
gold fields in October 1851, one remained permanently in California—
Alfred Rix; one died—Sidney Rix;*” and one joined those who, failing
to strike it rich in the California gold fields, traveled to Australia where
gold was discovered in 1853—Michael Kavanagh.®

Fourteen miners returned to Vermont. Of the Peacham men, all but
two, John Gracy and Dustan Walbridge, came back with at least three
hundred dollars. Town records, family letters, and local histories give
some clues as to the miners’s success. Brothers Chandler and Mark
Blanchard mined steadily together for a year and a half and returned in
fall 1853 with financial gain; Chandler came back with $1,006 and
Mark, $506. Chester Brown made plans to remain in California but
“the flat refusal” of his wife to join him changed his plans,® so he re-
turned to Peacham where the 1854 grand list records him having $300.
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Timothy Cowles, Jr., increased the value of his Peacham farm from
$225 in 1850 to $650 in 1855 and he added to his holdings at the Corner
with a “House & Shop” valued at $450. John Ewell remained in Cali-
fornia for more than ten years but eventually returned and worked in
the business started by his father in the sawmill and gristmill at what
became known as “Ewell’s Pond” on the Peacham/Danville road. When
John Gracy returned in June 1853, Peacham tavern owner, Lafayette
Strobridge, wrote, “I think there is not much California dust sticking
about his clothes if he has I would like a little of it that he owes me.”®
Gracy again became a hired hand on a local farm. Sprague Harriman
returned in spring 1854, and by October married the sister of one of his
California sojourners and bought a farm in Peacham valued at $2,000.
William D. Hooker, who with his older brother Lyman ran a wood-
hauling business in Sacramento, lost everything in one of the city’s fires,
but he still returned with $908 in 1856. Asa Livingston reported $403
in the 1853 Peacham grand list and later made a name for himself as
foreman of the Fairbanks Farm in St. Johnsbury, where he worked for
twenty-eight years.”!

In late summer 1853, Harvey Varnum and his brother Mark left the
mining fields, went to San Francisco, visited the Rixes, and eventually
boarded a ship for Panama. Harvey brought back $741, according to
the 1854 Peacham grand list; Mark had no gain. Varnum family legend
tells of Mark’s father outfitting him for his trip to California. Having
not repaid this debt by the time of his father’s death in 1863, Mark
found written next to his name in the settlement of the estate the word
“none,” with the explanation that he “had been advanced in the life-
time” of the father “an amount larger than his share.”

John C. Blanchard, cousin of Harvey and Mark, also part of this
group, returned in 1856 with $1,150. While digging near Placerville in
November 1854, John wrote his brother back in Vermont and summa-
rized the mining activity, giving a glimpse of how closely the men
watched each other’s success and failure:

I have now been in the State of California just three years and of the
42 who started with me as far as I can learn 4 have died, 2 gone to
Australia, 13 have returned, 4 1 have lost track of, and the rest are
scattered through the country yet.”

As long as the miners who returned with no rocks in their pockets
had good health and no debt, they could hold their heads high. They had
taken part in an historic and exciting adventure, traveled all the way to
California, worked the gold mines, and had a story to tell for the rest of
their lives.
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THE STRAGGLERS: MEN WHO LEFT CALEDONIA COUNTY
IN DECEMBER 1851

Five young men, all having attended the Peacham Academy and the
Congregational Church’s Sabbath School, traveled together to Califor-
nia near the end of 1851: Ephraim W. Clark, John Eastman, Fowler
Ford, Martin Hidden, and Ashbel Martin. Joining them was William
Jennison, a thirty-eight-year-old farmer with family ties to Peacham, al-
though since 1840 he had lived in Walden with a wife and four chil-
dren.™ Another member of the group, Leonard Martin, was related to
both Fowler Ford and Ashbel Martin. Apparently Leonard relied on
his carpenter skills rather than attend the Academy with his cousins.
The eighth member of the group, Bailey Watts, was making his second
trip to California. Bailey may have agreed with Frederick Billings of
Woodstock, who went to California in April 1849 and warned that a
“stay here will unfit a man for the more quiet and uniform occupations
of a less excited life” in Vermont.* Bailey, still young at twenty-five and
unmarried, probably simply wanted a second chance to succeed in the
mines.

EpPHRAIM CLARK’S STORY

The adventures of this group can be followed through letters written
by Ephraim W. Clark. Surprisingly, both sides of the correspondence
survive—the miner’s letters and the family’s replies from Peacham—
which means Ephraim brought the letters he received in California back
to Vermont.* The collection consists of twenty-six letters: ten penned
by Ephraim, the miner; eleven by his older sister, Elisabeth Clark Stro-
bridge, living with her husband and children at Peacham Corner; and
five by their father and stepmother, Russell and Aphia Clark, living on
their farm at Peacham Hollow. Ephraim Clark was twenty-four years
old when he left his father’s seventy-acre farm, valued in the Peacham
grand list at $1,035. Russell Clark had no money in the bank or in stocks
and had a debt of $150.

The Clarks, like most Caledonia County farmers, were a pious family
and active members of the local church—in their case the Peacham
Congregational Church founded in 1794—so it is not unusual to find re-
ligious and Biblical references throughout the family letters.”® This is
seen even in Ephraim’s first letter, written on December 28, 1851, in
New York where the group went to board a steamer on the Atlantic:

I hope the God in whom you trust will take care of you. Depend
upon it I shall return as soon as possible if God spares my life &
prospers me in my voyage Pray for me that I may be kept from the
dangerous Eavils which I may be surounded.®
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The “dangerous Eavils” that Ephraim referred to were well known:
gambling, drinking, fighting, tobacco, brothels, using profanity, and not
observing the Sabbath. All were well documented in letters from Cali-
fornia including one written by Seneca Ladd, a miner from Danville, to
the editor of The North Star: “This is a bad couatry for a young man
to come who has not yet formed his character for he is liable to get led
astray. Gambling and drinking is everyday business.”'® Another miner,
Alfred Goodenough, wrote his family in Hardwick on April 23, 1852:

You have no idea how gambling is carried on here each shop has a
band of music that plays all the time to call the fellows in Sundays
the Miners all go to town to spend what they have earned through
the week there are thousands here that are all discouraged that have
had money and lost it gambling that will never get back to the states
they think nothing of looseing five hundred dollars in one night
when they are on a spree.'”!

Few letters have been preserved that describe any Caledonia County
miner going astray or even being rowdy, but then the local men would
not report the bad behavior of their miner townsmen in letters home. !

Ephraim Clark, the only son of Russell Clark, worried about his
father’s health and urged him to “be careful & not work to hard.” His
pleas that his fifty-seven-year-old father hire a gcod man to help on the
farm were for the most part ignored. When Russell did comply, the
hired hand left before completing his time. Russcll Clark evidently was
not an easy man to work for.

Debt hung heavy on the gold seekers as most had borrowed in order
to finance the trip.}®® Many, including Ephraim, took paying jobs before
going to the mines. In the same August letter when he expressed con-
cern about his father’s working, Ephraim described his own work on
the Ranch of G. C. Davis in Puto River near Sacramento:

At first I worked in the garden and helped milk after a little I went in
the kitchen to help the cook we averaged from 15 to 30 men to cook
for. The cook was an Englishman & loved whiskey my business was
to bring water chop wood & wash dishes & set the table & wait uppon
it. Then the cook took to drinking in good earnest & the whole buis-
ness fell on me so that I was chief cook & bottle washer . . .. 1
wanted to go up to Hangtown to see the boys [from Peacham] . ...
he promised to keep sober . ... but I had not been gone more than
half an hour before he was drunk again . ... was gone 5 days when
I got back they were all glad to sec me & I was highly entertained for
three or four days with their stories of his actions.!®

Reading Ephraim’s words, his sister Elisabeth wrote of her amazement
to learn of his being “established as cook in a public house.” She thought
“that is the last thing I should have expected to hear from you” and



teasingly added, “I shall have to see some of it with my own eyes before
I can believe it.”1%5

Working as a cook must have paid fairly well, for Ephraim ended
his August letter with the simple statement, “I send One hundred Dol-
lars to Lafayette Strobridge.” This must have been prearranged, as
Ephraim’s brother-in-law could easily handle the financial matters
since he ran the tavern and livery stable at Peacham Corner, the main
village in town, and must have made frequent trips to the Caledonia
National Bank in Danville. Over the next three years, Ephraim sent
more than $900 to his family, much more than he borrowed to go to
California. He used the standard practice of sending money by bank
draft or check.!®

By January 1853, a year after arriving in California, Ephraim was
deep into the diggings and wrote his father and stepmother:

Another new year has commenced . ... Never before has time flown
on such eagle wings .. .. My own success in money making has not
been such as I could wish on account of my health altho I had a fair
prospect in the spring. They say it is a strait road that don’t turn
some times, so I am in hopes that mine will turn soon.

Ephraim described his living conditions, sharing a cabin built by Ashbel
Martin at White Rock Canyon along the South Fork of the American
River, about three miles northeast of Placerville.

My cabin-mates are Ashbel Martin, John Blanchard & William Jen-
nison these long evenings we exhaust almost every topic of conversa-
tion or argument & endeavor to enjoy life as it passes. Martin L.
Tuppers Poems, Isaac Watts on the mind, a few religious tracts, and
the Bible & Hymn Book is about the extent of our library. One reads
& the rest comments . . .. all the Peacham boys that I know are well
some of them have done well & others have not . . .. I hope there
will be no more Peacham representatives come to these parts till I
get away but if they had rather come here & work for their board
than work at home with all its comforts & get a little more, let *em
come.'"”

Upon arriving in California and going to the gold country, Ashbel Mar-
tin built this cabin where he remained throughout his three and half
years in California.'® Other members of the group came and went, for
they considered Ashbel’s cabin a homestead they could depend on. This
was not an unusual arrangement for Vermonters. Isaac Pollard from
Plymouth built a cabin for the use of his friends from home, and Pete
Abbott from Ryegate lived with three or four mates “in a little cabin
working their claim making about 3 dollars a day besides expenses,”
cooking their own “grub first rate.”'®

Vermonters stuck together to assuage homesickness, provide society,



and allow the men to share domestic duties. This arrangement may
have contributed to the success of these miners. Their mutual support
and shared values helped them avoid temptations. The cabin may also
have given them the comfort to remain in California longer than those
who mined alone or paired with strangers. From Ephraim’s description
of their activities—arguing and reading—it is obvious they felt a sense
of kinship and security with each other. In 1854 they even celebrated
the holiday most loved by New Englanders—Thanksgiving. They planned
a feast and “hired a lady to make a chicken pie and the other fixings.”'!®

When Ephraim was on the Davis Ranch, he found it hard to attend
meeting on the Sabbath as it was a fifteen-mile trek to the closest
church. He asked his parents, “how often would you go to Wells River
to Meeting think you?” Once settled in White Rock, however, he at-
tended regularly with several of his Peacham cabin mates. They became
loyal supporters of the Rev. Mr. James Pierpont, a Presbyterian minis-
ter from New England who preached in Placerville.!!! Ephraim was
pleased to tell his father that Pastor Pierpont knew of Ephraim’s uncle,
also named Ephraim W. Clark, who served the American Missionary
Board in the Sandwich Islands (Hawaii). He wrote his parents in June
1853 that Pierpont “is a young man full of energy & I think will do
much good. He has every thing to contend with here this is a wicked
place.”""2 Ephraim and several other Peacham men helped to construct
a church building in Placerville. They even put up a bell, hoping the
ringing would remind the miners of their religious practices at home.
Other Caledonia County miners helped build churches in California.
Alfred Goodenough of Hardwick wrote of a similar joint effort in
Downieville, where he had heard only one preacher in five months.'?
The regular practice of attending meeting with friends and neighbors
had been transposed from Vermont to California.

At the end of 1854, a California newspaper sent to Peacham listed
Ephraim as “Elder E. W. Clark.” This pleased Elisabeth, but their father
Russell was not sure how to interpret the news, and when Ephraim
asked that his membership be switched from Peacham to this new
church, Russell saw a clear signal that his son planned to remain in Cal-
ifornia. Elisabeth tried to placate their father, but Russell would not be
“calmed unless Ephraim came home.” Letters from Peacham began to
detail Russell’s poor health. Elisabeth wrote in January 1855 that their
father “is now rather lame his back & shoulder trouble him a good deal
(his old trouble too) if he over dose [it] comes on.” She could not help
but add, “yet he is about all the time comes up to the Saturday &
prayer meeting—but you can hardly tell how much they [Russell and
Aphia] hang upon your coming home.”'™



In his letters, Ephraim enthusiastically described his participation in
circulating petitions and posting handbills in Placerville in an attempt
to have a law passed to stop “labor & trade” on the Sabbath. His letters
detailed this Sunday-closing law effort but his father never mentioned
it. Russell did not want to hear of anything but Ephraim’s arrival date
at home.

A recurring theme in the Clark letters to Ephraim in California was
real estate. In spring 1854, Russell decided to buy land adjoining his,
which he called “the Kinerson pasture.” It had been recently surveyed,
reported Aphia Clark to her stepson, and consisted of “15% acres for
which he paid 3 Hundred & ten dollars.”!!* The extra land would allow
Russell to graze his cows close by and also to raise his own hay rather
than purchase it. He took the advice of neighbors, Constantine Farrow
and Asa Sargeant from the Hollow and Lyman Watts from East Part—
all good farmers and respected men—who urged him to buy the land.
Ephraim did not seem pleased with the purchase because it meant that
his father was once more in debt. In his next letter, Ephraim sent one
hundred and fifty dollars “that will pay a part of your debt.”!'¢ How-
ever, when adjoining land owned by Thaddeus Stevens, purchased
years before for his mother who had recently died, came on the market,
Ephraim advised in his July 11, 1854, letter: “My opinion about that
Steavens land is that at present prices of real-estate it will not do to
purchas at any rate I do not feel inclined to invest money in that land at
preasant.” Farm land prices had climbed steadily from about $10 an
acre to more than $20 since Ephraim had left Peacham.!"’

Like other young men who left home before starting a courtship,
Ephraim called on his sister for help in that area. Elisabeth responded
in January 1854: “As to the pretty girls I should not dare recommend
any till you have an opportunity of seeing them & Judging for your
self.”!'® Nothing more was written on this subject.

DEATH IN CALIFORNIA AND AT HOME

One fear shared by miners in California and their families at home
was death. Hardly a letter came to the mines that did not list the re-
cent deaths in town. Some who died were elderly men and women who
had led full lives. Occasionally, though, the death of a young person
occurred—much harder to accept. Ephraim’s older sister Sarah, never
in good health, died on June 25, 1853, at age twenty-nine. Elisabeth
wrote the sad news to her brother who responded writing to his par-
ents: “Tears have flown apace since opening the letter . . . . but what
avails our weeping . . .. Sarahs earthly career is ended her sufferings
here are ended her spirit is gone to the God that gave it.”!"¥



Sometimes miners learned of the death of loved ones at home through
letters to fellow miners. In a letter dated August 22, 1852, Ephraim re-
ported on the response to three Peacham deaths: Michael Kavanagh,
upon hearing of the death of his young daughter, called her “his pride
but the flower is plucked before it was fairly blown”; John Ewell, who
lost a sister, “talked very well about it & he seemed to feel the uncertainty
of life”; Mark Varnum, learning of the death of his aunt, the mother of
eleven children, “thought it would be a great shock to his Uncle Simons
folks that Death has for the first time entered that family.”120

News of the death of fellow miners hit hard on both coasts. When no-
tified by the family, The Caledonian reported the details, often quoting
from the letter announcing the tragedy to the parents or wife. Through
1849 the paper reported the deaths in California of seven Vermont-
ers.'?! In 1850 The Caledonian reported twenty-one death notices of
Vermont miners who died in California, including from Caledonia
County: Edson Howe and Gilbert Ladd of Danville, Norman Davis and
Hiram Kellogg of Hardwick. The murder of Norman Davis and seven
others from the company of thirty-one men whc were crossing over-
land was reported in detail by C. M. Spencer, Norman’s “mess-mate,”
whose letter to the family was printed in the newspapers. The men were
attacked outside El Paso by “a hostile body of Indians numbering from
three to four hundred.”'?? The news of Gilbert Ladd’s death on January
25, 1850, came from a letter written by one of his fellow passengers on
the ship Capitol, which they took out of Boston. The writer noted that
Gilbert “has shared the fate of thousands of other California emi-
grants” and reported that fourteen of the group that had sailed to-
gether “to his knowledge have already deceased.” Maybe to investigate
his son’s death, Seneca Ladd and another son sailed for California
within a few months.'

In 1851 the local newspaper reported the deaths of nine Vermont
gold seekers; in 1852, twenty; in 1853, seventeen. Since most obituaries
in those years were brief one-liners, the editor may have felt the need
to elaborate on the subject of death in California. In fall 1852, he pub-
lished an eleven-verse poem titled “DIED IN CALIFORNIA.” The
first verse began with “Oh Death! Thou hast had thy cruel sway, Where
the Sacramento’s tide is rolled, And the south wind brings on its wings
today, A mournful dirge from the land of gold.” Another verse spoke to
those contemplating the trip: “Oh! Ye who drearn of the golden land,
And fain would glean of its yellow ore, Leave not the wealth of your
quiet homes, To die on that pestilential shore.”'?

One miner’s death stands out and is remembered even today. Peach-
amite Newell Marsh left for California in March 1852, and he died
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there on November 20, 1852. His plan was to help his mother reduce
the debts his father, Jonathan Marsh, had left when he died in June
1849.'> Ephraim Clark must have known Newell; Russell and Aphia
Clark certainly knew his mother, Sarah Kimball Marsh. In a letter to
Ephraim, Russell described the Peacham response to the death of
twenty-year-old Newell Marsh:

Far, Far! from home & friends and all that was near and dear, in
Shasta City (or village) Newel Marsh lingered about 3 weeks and
died! . ...Oh I cannot picture to you the Scenes in that family on the
reception of this letter! They had been long looking for a letter &
now they had got one. It was a large one & there was gold in it.
Opened, a lock of hair fell out that is to put in the locket said one.
They began to read!!! You may immagin! I cannot describe!—we all
feel to sympathize with them and such a sermon as we had on this
occasion, how I wishes you could have heard it.'?

In January 1853, Rev. Asaph Boutelle, pastor at the Peacham Congre-
gational Church, preached a funeral sermon for Newell from James
4:13-14'?7 and began with: “It is said young Marsh was ambitious, loved
adventure, and thought in a foreign land exertion would be better re-
warded than at home. He was disappointed.” The minister presented an
idea that might have made his congregation squirm:

Some perhaps may say he [Newell Marsh] sacrificed his life in pur-

suit of wealth. His going to California is no proof of this. One may as

well go there as to China, or Paris, or London, to engage in business.

It is the motive men have in acting, which gives character to their

doings, not the place where they live and die . ... To get property by

mining is as honest as to get it by farming, or trading. The love of

money is the root of all evil, and that may exist in our rural homes as

strongly as in lands far from home.
In closing, Boutelle quoted a statistic that must have rung through the
county: “The proportion of deaths in Vermont was in 1850 about one in
100, while of those who went out from us to California, one in 20 died
last year.”'?® Speaking to those contemplating a trip to the California
mines, he said:

This event [Marsh’s death] also reminds those who expect soon to
follow him to that strange land, where to dig, to traffic, to get gain,
charging them to act soberly in all things, and not to be too confident
of final success. It does not forbid you to go, but it confirms the idea,
“ye know not what shall be on the morrow,” and subordinate all cal-
culations and aspirings to the will of God.'?

In the twenty-first century, Newell Marsh is remembered by those
who walk through the Peacham Cemetery, for in the old section near
the graves of the early ministers stands the Marsh family monument.
On the handsome stone facing west is clearly engraved:
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NEWELL MARSH

JULY 20, 1832

NOVEMBER 20, 1852

INTERMENT IN SHASTA CITY, CAL

Some other gravestones in Vermont record California deaths.'*

By 1852 the gold mania had died down somewhat but the fever con-
tinued, as a scattering of gold seekers left Caledonia County for Cali-
fornia throughout the 1850s.

RETURN OF THE STRAGGLERS

Caledonia County boys often began returning to Vermont after only
one season of digging in California. If a wife remained at home, like
Charlotte Sanborn or Sarah Walbridge Way, the husband’s stay in the
mines was as short as possible. Single men tended to linger longer. All
were conscious that they had to set aside enough money for the return
trip, and most wanted a little more to justify the journey and to salvage
their pride. One miner wrote, “If it had not been for my pride, I should
have been home long ago.”'*! After deciding to return, a miner sold any
claim he had not tapped out, left for San Francisco, and from there
boarded a steamer down the Pacific coast. By 1855 a railroad that
crossed the isthmus at Panama allowed homebound travelers to be
back in Vermont within a month. This route became the favored one.
Some returnees stopped in New York and “fixed” themselves up with
haircuts, shaves, and new clothes, and often bought gifts for those at
home. Landing in New York, Dustan Walbridge wrote of the high
prices: “Every thing is high here . ... many things higher to us returned
Californians for they know us in a moment and think to get big prices
out of us.”*? Caledonia County men returned alone or in twos and
threes—not in groups as they had assembled to begin their adventure.
They no longer needed the reassurance of friends. The gold rush was
over for them and home awaited.

Upon returning, most miners accepted the duty of visiting the fami-
lies of those miners still in California. Eight months after Alfred Rix
left in the fall of 1851, Chastina in Peacham noted in her journal:
“Josiah Shedd called to see us . ... we were in such a hubbub that I
could’nt think of scarcely anything to say or ask of our friends in Cali-
fornia.”!3? Returning miners brought not only the news of relatives in
California, they often hand delivered gifts. In 1854 when Chastina and
Clara were settled in San Francisco, the Walbridge sisters sent their
mother, Roxana in Peacham, photographs of their new life. Among
these was an ambrotype of Clara “in a red velvet case” that Carlos
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Sampson carried to the Watts farm.!* A year later, the daguerreotype
of the newly built Rix home on Market Street in San Francisco was pre-
sented to Roxana by William Gilfillan. She had expected it, as Clara
had written that “Chastina is going to send the Daguerreotype of our
house and its inmates to mother.”!* In fall 1856 Clara, then a newly-
wed, sent “a small parcel” to Roxana with Phineas Blanchard, contain-
ing a piece of “wedding cake . ... not sent for the value but the rarity of
the thing.”'* The folks at home appreciated the gifts carried by return-
ing miners, which helped connect them intimately with their loved ones
living so far from home.

Ephraim Clark made it a habit to keep his parents informed of the
names of those Caledonia County miners who left California to return
home or, as he phrased it, those no longer “Slaves to Gold.” In his let-
ters he mentioned a total of twenty-three men from the Peacham area
living in California, and as the men began to plan to leave, he named
them. In June 1853, he noted the departure of John Gracy and Jesse
Taisey. Later in August, he listed the return of Martin Hidden and Wil-
liam Jennison."” His sister, Elisabeth, had already welcomed them back
to Peacham and wrote of her delight to shake “by the hand one who
was with you but little more than a month ago . ...1 mean Mr. Jennison
he was an entire stranger to me butt he seems like an old friend now.”
Then she reported that “Hidden came to the door last night . ... I was
glad to hear that you were so well & kept up so good courage.”'®

It was a two-sided exchange. His parents let Ephraim know who had
arrived home from California. In a letter dated September 15, 1853, his
parents told of the return of Mark and Harvey Varnum, Lambert Watts,
and Palmer Blanchard. “The Varnums were at meeting today,” Russell
wrote. At the end of the year, Ephraim admitted, “Peacham boys are
all well as far as I know, they are scattered all over California—I sup-
pose you have quite a number of returned with you at present and still
they come.”'® By spring Sprague Harriman and Benj Fuller had left
California, and Ephraim added in his June 12, 1854, letter, “Of course I
should like to go with them but I must try a little longer yet.” Ephraim
had to decide when it was time for him to leave, not an easy decision
when he compared his expectations against the reality of his success.
He knew that his decision would affect him the rest of his life.!

By early 1855, Ephraim’s father was so consumed with wanting his
son home—after all, he needed to plan his spring work—that when
Russell learned of the arrival of William Gibson, one of Ephraim’s oc-
casional cabin mates, he started for Ryegate hoping to learn “what
news he could hear” about Ephraim’s return. Therein began a day of
Mr. Clark and William chasing—but never catching up with each other—



Twwo returned miners, Ephraim W. Clark (1829-1900) on the left and
Ashbel Martin (1830-1899) on the right, photographed with the princi-
pal of the Peacham Academy, Thomas Scott Pearson. In 1856 when the
daguerreotype was taken, Ephraim and Ashbel must have been cele-
brated as among the most successful graduates of the school. Gold
mined in California was often made into jewelry for gifts to family mem-
bers at home, and here Ashbel wears a gold ring—probably mined him-
self: Daguerrcotype, courtesy Peacham Historical Association.

in Barnet, Ryegate, Peacham Corner, and Peacham Hollow. In her next
letter, Elisabeth described their father circling William, who had been
“pretty well questioned up the day he was going round to see the boys
friends.” She was sorry he missed their father. She thanked Ephraim
“for those precious keep sakes you sent us by Mr. Gibson—that beauti-
ful ring is now on my finger, it is so conspicuous that every one says
why you have got a new ring.” Besides the ring for his sister, Ephraim
had sent a specimen pin for Lafayette. These gifts, Elisabeth wrote,
were “doublely precious because they were dug by your own hand.”'!
Much as Ephraim Clark wanted to try for more gain, he decided to
leave as the rains ceased in the spring of 1855. After three and a half
years in California, he ended his adventure. His family expressed their
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joy, as anticipated by Elisabeth, “in finding the lost sheep” at home.!
No record of the family reunion exists, but it is not hard to imagine the
happy faces in the Clark pew at meeting the following Sabbath.

The success Ephraim and his fellow miners achieved can be partially
traced after their return to Vermont through the town grand lists.
Based on these Peacham town records, Ephraim Clark eliminated the
debt on his father’s farm, expanded their land holdings, and according
to the 1856 grand list, came home with $500, in addition to the $900 he
had sent from California. Ashbel Martin also did well, purchasing a
good farm adjoining his father’s homestead in Peacham.'** Martin Hid-
den returned with a little more than $300; William Jennison, with $500.
John Eastman and Fowler Ford had their stories of adventure but no
added dollars in the bank. Bailey Watts enjoyed better luck on his sec-
ond trip to California, recording $1,000 in the 1855 grand list. One from
this small group of friends died in California. No details are known,
only the fact that Leonard Martin died in September 1852 in Sly Park,
California.'* In total, five of the eight stragglers returned with earnings,
two had no gain, and one died.

CONCLUSION

The stereotype of the gold rush experience is for the most part a neg-
ative one. Miners are pictured as rushing to California; losing what lit-
tle money they had in gambling and poor claims; severing their ties
with families back home, partly in shame of their financial failure but
also their guilt for improper conduct; and living out their lives in loneli-
ness and poverty in a strange land. This image does not fit the Cale-
donia County men; just the opposite. These men borrowed enough
money to survive and when they ran low on money in California, they
hired out, often away from the mines. They maintained their ties to
family through letters and sent gifts home with returning townsmen.
They sent money to help support their families. They reported on each
other—not in terms of financial success or failure—but noting the men
they had seen and the state of their health. They looked out for each
other and helped in times of sickness and hardship. The success of the
Caledonia County miners can be attributed to these qualities: close
family ties, strong religious beliefs, commitment to their network of
friends from home, and Yankee work ethic.

The California gold rush produced the largest number of primary
sources up to that time written by American men and boys. The story of
this experience is told many times over. And although the themes may
repeat themselves, the personal story is unique for each miner. The
Caledonia County miners describe in their letters and diaries loneliness,
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illness, death, wretched conditions, and expectations not met. They also
describe achieving financial independence, accepting adult responsibil-
ity, organizing daily work schedules, and learning to articulate through
writing about their activities and—in some cases—-their emotions.

The names of Caledonia County men mentioned in family letters and
diaries, newspaper accounts, and town histories who went to the gold
fields before 1855 add up to 208. The number identified as being from
Peacham is 65; Ryegate, 40; Barnet, 26; Danville, 25; Walden, 15; Hard-
wick, 13; Marshfield, 4; St. Johnsbury, 3; Groton and Waterford, 2 each;
Cabot, Plainfield, and Sheffield, 1 each; unidentified town, 10. Many
more may have sought the riches of California, but since this subject
has been researched very little, as evidenced by its lack of coverage in
the many Vermont town histories, the actual figure is unknown. s

In New England, the tale of the California gold rush faded quickly as
historical events brewing through the 1850s led to the Civil War, which
became the major nineteenth-century story for the whole country. The
War touched every family, poor and wealthy, church going and not,
farmer and professional. Throughout Caledonia County, there are mon-
uments to the men who died in the Civil War. Little remains to remem-
ber the men who left home and family to travel thousands of miles in
search of gold in California.

An analysis of only the fifty members of the three companies of men
for whom documentation is fairly complete reveals that thirty-six or 72
percent returned to Vermont. The significance of family and commu-
nity in bringing these men back, however, was not the end of their
search for a better life. Home drew back the miners from California,
but the reality of economic hardship in Caledonia County pushed many
to continue their search for stability. Sixteen returned miners moved
their families to the Midwest before or shortly after the Civil War.!4

Of the fifty California miners in these three groups, four died, one
went on to Australia, three settled permanently in California, and six
are unaccounted for. Twenty-five or 69 percent of the returned miners
came back with at least $300, an amount that would be considered what
a man could have earned as a hired hand in Vermont for two years."*’ In
addition, miners had paid approximately $150 for their return trip.

As years went by, some of the families of successful miners took
pride in their gold-digging ancestors. Descendants of Ashbel Martin
pointed to the large farm spread on the hill of Peacham’s Green Bay
Loop and said “that’s the farm bought with California gold.” Likewise,
family members of Joel Sanborn pointed to the big house in North
Danville enlarged with earnings from the gold rush. Joel’s great grand-
daughter reported that all of his children—and he had eight including



one born while he was in California—“got gold for a wedding present
and loans as needed.”'*® One Peacham man, Charles A. Choate, after
returning from the California gold fields, kept a diary off and on for
nearly forty years. Settling on a farm in West Barnet, he wrote on
Christmas day 1879: “Have been at home all day am about sick but
have had to work all day doing chores which is about the way I have
celebrated Christmas and all other holidays since I left California.”!%
After many years, Charles still thought of his California days.

Those who remained in California continued to value their Vermont
roots. Throughout the nineteenth century, they attended the meetings
and picnics of Vermonters in the San Francisco Bay area in large num-
bers.'* Those who returned to Vermont, looking back on their great ad-
venture, must surely have shared the thoughts of Seneca Ladd of Dan-
ville, who wrote: “California—there never was one before it and I think
there will never be another.”!s!

NoOTES
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Making Home Pay: Italian and Scottish
Boardinghouse Keepers in Barre,
1880-1918

From 1880 to 1910 between 45 and

51 percent of Barre'’s working women
earned income from taking in boarders.
The high numbers of Earre boardinghouse
keepers made it distinctive among
communities of its size.

By Susan L. RICHARDS

talian-born Mrs. Rodrigo Gerbati made an economic decision
after her husband died to take in stonecutters to room and board.
“My mother didn’t like it when I first took i stonecutters to room
and board,” she acknowledged, but she felt that taking in boarders was
her only economic choice.! Scottish stonecutter Alexander Cluness died
in October 1888 of “malarial fever.” Union insurance sustained widow
Margaret Cluness and her two daughters for a few years, but in 1890
she opened a boardinghouse in a rented building at 35 High Street.?
Many Italian and Scottish women in Barre, Vermont, made the same
decision in the late 1800s and early 1900s; they took in boarders to sup-
port their families. The story of Italian and Scottish boardinghouse
keepers in the Granite City both typifies the occupation as women’s
work and illuminates unique adaptations specific to these ethnic groups.

Susan L. RicHARrDs is director of John T. Hinckley Library at Northwest College
Powell, Wyoming. She has published articles in South Dakota History, Journal of
the West, Prologue: Quarterly of the National Archives and Records Administra-
tion, and several other history and library science journals. This article grew out of
a longer, book-length study of women’s work in Vermont and Colorado during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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MAKING A LIvING AT HOME

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, untrained women
in New England had three types of paid work available to them: indus-
trial labor in manufacturing plants, wage labor in businesses and ser-
vice institutions, and home-based work. The availability of such em-
ployment depended upon a woman’s physical location. Small industrial
cities typically provided opportunities for women in all three areas.
Women in Burlington and Winooski, Vermont, for example, could work
in woolen mills, stores, or restaurants, operate their own boarding-
houses, or take in laundry or sewing.? Barre, however, the third largest
city in Vermont during this period, provided women with only two of
these employment options. Granite extraction and finishing employed
only men. Because there were few other manufacturing plants in Barre
during this time, women who needed to work found employment in the
business and service sector as store clerks, waitresses, maids in homes
and hotels, or dressmakers or milliners. Women who did not want to
leave home each day for work could engage in home-based employ-
ment: sewing, laundering clothes, keeping boarders. Margaret Cluness
and Mrs. Gerbati engaged in the most common form of employment
for Barre women: More women worked as boardinghouse keepers
than in any other occupation. From 1880 to 1910, between 45 and 51
percent of Barre’s working women earned income from taking in
boarders. The high numbers of boardinghouse keepers in Barre made it
distinctive among communities of its size. Nationally, boardinghouse
keepers constituted just 0.5 to 1.84 percent of the working female pop-
ulation from 1880 to 1910. Even in western mining camps with an abun-
dance of single males who needed to board, only 25-38 percent of
women earned money running houses to accommodate them.* Board-
inghouse income provided significant financial support to working-class
families, yet sometimes it was just not enough. To compensate, Barre’s
Italian and Scottish women developed unique strategies to supplement
or stabilize boardinghouse revenues. Italian women expanded that in-
come by serving alcohol to boarders and other men in the neighbor-
hood, a practice they brought with them from northern Italy. Scottish
women used an ethnic association to develop insurance so that they
could better deal with the economic calamities brought about by long-
term sickness or early death of their husbands. These two groups illus-
trate how running a boardinghouse provided essential income to a
working-class family.

Anglo-American households took in boarders, either for a few days
or several years, beginning in the Colonial period. In the nineteenth
century, as U.S. urban population expanded and housing stock became



inadequate, boarding became a lucrative means of earning income for
families of most ethnic groups. Scholars estimate that from 1850 on, be-
tween 10 and 30 percent of American families took in boarders.® Histo-
rians of nineteenth- and twentieth-century boarding describe it as a
way for women to “supplement” family income, while remaining at
home to take care of family obligations, a designation that relegates an
important means of female employment to the status of subordinate or
incidental income. Wives and husbands may have discussed the appro-
priateness of taking in boarders to fill a critical, but possibly short-term
financial need. In many families the adult woman, not a man, made the
decision to take in boarders out of necessity, not as a “supplement.”
The nature of this type of women’s work does not provide historians
with the kinds of corporate records available from woolen mills or
other industrial businesses. To document boardinghouse operations an
historian must piece together anecdotal evidence, census records, and
advertisements from newspapers.

Some historians have described boarding as the product of the fam-
ily life cycle: Young, unmarried men and women often rented a room in
other people’s homes; rented or purchased homes when they married;
then, after children left, turned empty rooms into an income-generat-
ing boarding establishment.® Other historians have interpreted board-
ing primarily as a way to earn extra income from a few empty rooms
and keep a woman “busy” after children were no longer the focus of
her life.” Describing boardinghouse keeping in this way, as a secondary
income, trivializes the significant role this work played in the economic
lives of working families. Barre women who kept boarders and estab-
lished boardinghouses rarely worked for incidental spending money or
to keep busy. They took on this highly demanding and exhausting occu-
pation out of financial necessity and because they found it economi-
cally rewarding employment. As a growing city with large numbers of
working men and women, Barre needed boardinghouses. Many women
in the community filled that demand.®

Income levels varied based on the number of boarders a woman was
able to accommodate. Alice McAuley MacLeod’s mother collected $15
per month per boarder in 1906.° A woman who kept one or two board-
ers, typical of the majority in Barre, earned more than female domestic
servants, most waitresses, or steam laundresses. They worked at home
and could care for other family members while completing their board-
inghouse tasks. In some cases, they earned additional money by sewing,
doing piece laundry, or selling meals and liquor. Boardinghouse keep-
ers had expenses for food, but few paid others to help with daily work.
Assistance came, most often, from other family members, who helped
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with the boarders in exchange for their own lodging. Sometimes women
who boarded offered their unpaid labor in exchange for lodging.!

Barre granite cutters earned between $11 and $15 per week during
the early years of the twentieth century; finishers and sculptors earned
more. A male day laborer could expect only $8 to §9 per week. Thus, a
woman’s income from keeping one or two boarders increased working-
class family income by at least 25 percent. If a granite cutter’s spouse
kept three or more boarders, she doubled family income. A widow with
a large boarding operation had the potential to exceed the family’s in-
come when her husband was alive.!! Five dollars per week could pay
the rent or build a savings nest egg to purchase a home.!? Three or more
boarders constituted earning potential to provide sole economic sup-
port for a woman’s family—much more than supplemental income.

In a typical boardinghouse, “room” meant a bed and chair, as well as
a place to hang the boarder’s clothes; “board” meant three meals a day,
laundry service, and perhaps mending.'* In Barre, one meal was sand-
wiches, donuts, pie, cookies, and coffee packed in a lunch bucket for
quarries, granite sheds, school, or elsewhere. Because individual quarries
kept different work schedules, women like Margaret Cluness served
meals at all hours." The daily schedule of cooking, packing lunches,
making beds, cleaning rooms, laundering and mending clothes, and
then cooking again, was grueling and incremental based on the number
of boarders. A single woman could handle one to three boarders (67
percent of Barre’s boarding houses were of this size) in a small-scale
operation; with four or more, a boardinghouse keeper often required
“help”—family members if possible; twenty tenants required two or three
paid employees for cleaning, laundry, and restaurant-like food service.
A popular boardinghouse, like Alice Gray’s on Summer Street, that
“advertised itself,” sometimes attracted seventy-five people for a meal.!

For the majority of women (85 percent), taking in boarders became a
short-term source of income, something they did for a year or less at
one time.'s Only 3 percent maintained their operation for four years or
more.'” A lack of reminiscences or business records requires the mod-
ern historian to speculate as to why. Perhaps their family economic sit-
uation changed, or their families needed the boarder’s room for a child
or relative just arrived from the old country. Perhaps they found that
income realized from one or two boarders did not compensate for the
work involved. Very few women who kept boarders ever took other
paid work.

Many immigrant Scots and Italians working the Vermont quarries
gravitated to boardinghouse life during their first years in the United
States, often rooming with families from the same country. Oral histo-



Domenico Peduzzi (second from right, standing), owned the house on
Short Street, Barre, where this photograph was taken (date unknown).
The Peduzzi family took in boarders and it is possible that some of the
men on the left (and possibly some of the women and children) were
boarders and their families at the house. Photograph courtesy of the
Archives of Barre History, Aldrich Public Library, Barre, V1.

ries, anecdotal evidence. and census records indicate that members of
particular ethnic groups tended to board together: Scots boarded with
Scots and Italians boarded with Italians when possible. Boardinghouse
keepers provided a mechanism for handling the influx of new residents
(which peaked between 1890 and 1900), both solitary men and families
who followed as soon as a man could count on a steady income." That
said, taking in boarders was not an ethnic group social service. Running
a boardinghouse constituted hard work that women resorted to for es-
sential income when a husband’s wages were not steady enough or suf-
ficiently adequate for growing families.

Unlike Boston’s South End where “female-headed households were
more likely to take in boarders than male-headed households,” most
Barre women who maintained boarders were married (83.4 percent)
with husbands present in the household." Spouses and the community
in general found boardinghouse keeping acceptable employment. Very



.....................

few never-married women chose boarding as a means of earning wages,
but it was a popular career choice for widows. Between 1880 and 1918,
almost 13 percent of all boardinghouse keepers were widows, exceed-
ing the overall percentage of working widows (9 percent). If a widow
inherited a house, or enough money to rent or purchase a dwelling, she
could start a boardinghouse with little other investment. Mrs. Rosamond
Gallagher, a widow with five children, operated a boardinghouse at 36
Summer Street from 1895 until her death in 1907. She rented the place
until 1900, when she purchased it outright.?

Barre women kept boarders at all stages of their lives. Some were
under twenty years of age, one was over eighty, but most were between
thirty-one and forty—a time when they had children at home and
working husbands, but needed extra income.?! They needed money, not
something to do with their free time. Mrs. John McCarthy, wife of a
granite company owner, explained to the Vermont Federal Writers’
Project interviewers in 1940 why she turned her house into a boarding
operation:

I loved this home . . . But a seventeen-room house for five people
was a burden in those times when little money was coming in. It
could be an asset. I saw my duty even though it was a painful one,
and [ did it. John was so deep in liquor he never even raised a finger
to stop me. I went up to the shed one afternoon and talked to every
one of the unmarried men. I explained the situation to them, though
God knows they must have known it, and told them I would be glad
to have any of them as roomers. They were good men, and they were
eager to help. By the end of the next week six more were rooming at
the house—three Irish, two Scotch, and one Italian. The extra money

was a godsend .. . I boarded those men. It was hard work even with a
maid, but it was worth it.22

When John died, his wife sold the granite company, but kept her board-
inghouse to provide income for herself and three children. McCarthy’s
situation illustrated the precarious nature of a woman’s economic
viability during an era where insurance and Social Security were non-
existent. She lived a comfortable existence as long as her husband could
work. When the income slowed and ultimately stopped, she turned to
boarding as the most viable means of economic support.

Even optimally, taking in boarders did not solve all economic prob-
lems for Italian or Scottish women. The former sought to augment their
income outside the law through liquor sales; the latter endeavored to
stabilize economic needs through legal means by creating a mutual
benefit association. Their respective coping mechanisms add color to
the statistics of boardinghouse operation in Barre.
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MAKING A LIVING WITH BOARDERS AND BOOZE

Italian-born women ran 21 percent of Barre’s boardinghouses. Eco-
nomically, boarding helped, but not enough. To increase income, Italian
women turned boardinghouses into community social clubs, serving
and selling beer, wine, and whiskey to neighbors. The Italian commu-
nity supported and encouraged women in these efforts, but their lucra-
tive businesses led these boardinghouse keepers into legal conflicts for
violating city ordinances and state law.

Mrs. Rodrigo Gerbati took in boarders to make ends meet after her
husband died of silicosis. Selling liquor followed logically. “The money
was running out, the girls needed more things as they got older, there was
taxes to pay and all that. I had to do something. My mother didn’t like it
when first I took stonecutters in to room and board . . . Then when I
started selling liquor she almost died.”* Gerbati’s mother disapproved of
her actions for both ethical and legal reasons. Propriety raised questions
on one hand and in addition, Barre (and Vermont) liquor laws exposed
Gerbati to arrest and prison time for selling liquor without a license.

On December 11, 1897, Barre’s Sheriff Wilbur F. Shepard raided
twenty-three-year-old Mrs. Cora Colby’s boardinghouse at 34 River
Street and found a keg of porter, two bottles of unspecified alcohol,
plus many empty beer bottles. Colby, a second-generation Italian-
American, pleaded “not guilty” to violating state prohibition statutes
and won, although she had “been raided numerous times before but
nothing was ever found.” The following July the sheriff again found a
keg of porter at Mrs. Colby’s; this time she could not avoid the guilty
verdict, paid court costs of $16.99, but presumably resumed her board-
ing and saloon enterprise.*

Colby increased her income by selling liquor to her boarders and
other neighborhood residents in Barre’s heavily Italian fifth ward. Hav-
ing a drink or two at neighborhood social clubs was a cultural activity
Italian immigrants brought to Barre. Virgilio Bonacorsi remembered
that “The people from the same village or region in Italy tended to set-
tle in the same [Barre] neighborhood. They created their own gathering
places where they had the comfort of common dialect, customs, and
memories.”? Emma Goldman visited in 1899 and observed that almost
all private Italian homes had been turned into saloons.? Yet, because
Vermont law prohibited keeping or selling liquor in one’s home, these
social clubs became targets of the local constabulary. Because women
usually sold liquor to augment boardinghouse income, between 1897
and 1902 they regularly appeared before the cily court for violating
state law. Colby, who was Vermont-born, lived and worked in the Ital-
ian immigrant neighborhood on River Street, across Stevens Branch
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from the business district. Although herself a second-generation Italian
American, Colby’s boarders and customers were first-generation immi-
grants who used her house saloon as a place for relaxation and conver-
sation after hard days in the granite sheds.”

Cora Colby’s neighbors had similar brushes with the law. Lena Gia-
cobbi, a thirty-nine-year-old granite carver’s wife, also ran a boarding-
house on River Street. She had six children aged eleven months to
twelve years and room for only one boarder. Giacobbi needed extra in-
come from liquor sales to cover family expenses. When her arrest on
September 29, 1898, cut off this income option, she pled guilty, paid
fines and court costs, and to avoid arrest again, promised to refrain
from selling liquor to the neighbors—openly, at least.?

Liquor laws changed in 1902. The State of Vermont enacted local op-
tion, permitting communities to vote on whether establishments could
be granted liquor licenses. In 1903, Barre citizens voted for licensing.
For the first time in city history, selling alcohol became legal. Yet, only
nine of twenty-five persons who applied for licenses received them; two
druggists for medicinal purposes, plus seven prominent merchants—
three of them Italian males: Charles Zanleoni, Angelo Scampini, and
Joseph Ossola.? No women received licenses to dispense liquor from
their boardinghouses. Extant records do not indicate who applied for
licenses. Perhaps women did not, but when Ossola’s license cost $1,200,
clearly the price of legitimate liquor sales exceeded the reach of many
Italian women. Barre’s license commissioners prided themselves “that
at no time in its corporate existence as a city has there been so little ille-
gal traffic in liquor as at the present time,” but the city judge continued to
issue numerous warrants for raids on private homes—mostly Italian.

On April 28, 1904, Mrs. Clementine Comolli found the law at her
door on Cambia Street in the fifth ward. Arrested for selling liquor
without a license, she hired a good lawyer who maneuvered her case to
the state Supreme Court and back, until a Barre grand jury finally voided
it in 1905.>' Comolli began her business in 1900, boarding five Italian
immigrants and spouses, in addition to looking after her husband and
five children. She turned her boarding operation into a more profitable
enterprise by selling liquor to boarders and neighbors. It must have
been lucrative, because between her first brush with the law in 1904 and
January 1907, she appeared in police records three times. At most, she
posted bond and paid legal fees. Clearly, in her case, selling liquor at a
boardinghouse was a profitable enough venture to risk repeated arrests.

In 1905, after only two years of licensing liquor sales, Barre citizens
voted to make the community dry once again.® The next year, the vote
to keep Barre dry became an ethnic issue among Italian residents.
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Many Italian Americans were upset by the behavior of both those who
held licenses in 1903 and 1904 and authorities who continued to arrest
Italian women for small-scale liquor sales. Italian residents claimed that
“these ex-licensees were no better than many another Italian in the old
prohibition days and that giving them a license tc sell it by the carload
while some poor widow who sells a few pints of beer to help feed and
clothe her children is fined $300 or sent to [prison in] Rutland is not jus-
tice.” On February 16, 1906, a group of “several hundred” Italian citi-
zens passed a resolution to “abstain from any participation in the elec-
toral meeting of March 6th and . . . not vote either for temperance or
for license.” Clearly the Italian community valued access to alcohol, yet
felt the city’s process for awarding licenses discriminated against Italian
women. The dilemma split the fifth ward. Its residents actually voted
for licensing in 1906, but the majority of Barre voters narrowly rejected
it.  Barre stayed dry for less than a year, for in 1907 the tide swung in
the other direction and Barre again permitted liquor licenses. But the
pendulum swung back and from 1908 to 1915 Barre maintained a le-
gally dry community. With every defeat, fifth-ward Italians voted over-
whelmingly for licensed liquor sales, voicing their desire to maintain
neighborhood saloons, large or small.*® While Barre remained officially
a dry community, Italian women continued to operate local speakeasies
from their kitchens. Mrs. Rodrigo Gerbati explained:

At first I just sold to the men who stayed here, maybe a few drinks in
the evening. Then they started bringing in a few friends for drinks. It
was all quiet and decent. They were good men, some of them had
worked with Rodrigo, been his friends. They were good to the girls,
to all of us. But naturally more and more kept ¢coming, you know
how it is. Their friends brought other friends and ] sold more drinks.
Pretty quick it got to be quite a business.*

Barre’s sheriff cared not at all about the social or business aspects of
the arrangement; arrests continued, the names almost always Italian.
Joanna Galimberti, a thirty-eight-year-old widow, with two boarders on
Blackwell Street, went to prison in 1908, leaving her sons, Louis, age fif-
teen, and Willis, age eleven, with friends or relatives.”” That same year,
fifty-five-year-old Teresa Frattini was fined for selling liquor to her
boarders.”® Marietta Pacetti, twenty-three-year-o.d operator of the no-
torious “Dead Rat” on North Main, was convicted a second time.* So it
went: Mrs. M. Valentine’s home had sixteen pints of whiskey, one pint
of sour mash, and a half-barrel of ale; Selena Albano’s house had
thirty-four bottles of beer, which resulted in a $300 fine.* Mrs. Adelina
Gariboldi set the record: six arrests, six convictions, six paid fines on
her River Street boardinghouse operation. !



.....................

Barre’s Italian community often closed ranks in support of their
boardinghouse keepers. Carlo Merlo posted Mary Secor’s bond money—a
not uncommon practice. Or take the case of Elvira Granai, a silicosis
widow with eleven children whom she enlisted to help with her board-
inghouse and liquor sales, washing glasses and carrying beer from the
cellar as needed. Too poor to post bond or pay her $500 fine, she went
to prison for five months, while Italian community members, by this
time familiar with women serving prison sentences, cared for her chil-
dren and her boarders.®

In 1916, Barre citizens again voted to allow liquor sales with licenses.
Again the licenses went only to males with formal liquor establish-
ments.” The story repeated itself in 1917 and 1918. Although national
prohibition trumped local option in 1919, Italian behavior patterns in
Barre did not change for wives and widows trying to make a living with
boarders and booze.* Home-based social clubs had been part of cul-
ture and economy in northern Italy. Immigrants brought them to Barre.
Italian women, recognizing they could provide space and liquor for so-
cial clubs in their boardinghouses, seized the opportunity to increase
income. Community members, by patronizing their saloons, posting
bond for them when arrested, and taking in their children if they served
jail time, aided their business ventures. These women had few choices
to earn income. With children to care for, they could not leave home
each day to work. Combining their household skills with space in their
homes, they established boardinghouses and sold homemade liquor to
boarders and neighbors. Yet, because of city, state, and ultimately na-
tional laws, these Italian women found themselves before a judge and
in jail, albeit with support from their ethnic community.

BOARDINGHOUSES AND MUTUAL AID SOCIETIES

Scottish-born women constituted nearly 13 percent of all Barre
boardinghouse keepers.*s Like Italian women, Scottish women felt the
effects of accidental death and silicosis that hit their quarrymen or
granite-carver husbands and left them widows to raise large families.
They, too, endured long hours and grueling physical labor. But the Scots
coped without liquor sales. Men, through their fraternal organization,
Clan Gordon, and their Granite Cutter’s Union, placed boarders in the
homes of women who needed income because of a husband’s incapac-
ity or death.* Scottish women took ethnic support a step further by de-
veloping a method to maintain their income even when they were ill or
unable to carry out their boardinghouse responsibilities.

Forty-five Scottish immigrant women in Barre formed the Ladies of
Clan Gordon on April 15, 1898, to “promote social and kindly feeling
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and intercourse among members” and “assist each other in cases of sick-
ness and death.” This women’s social and fraternal organization func-
tioned until 1960 as a social club, but more importantly to raise money
and support their modest but organizationally advanced mutual health
insurance and funeral benefit program.”’

Most of the first 150 Ladies of Clan Gordon were wives of Barre’s
quarrymen and granite cutters. Yet sixty Ladies worked for wages. Of
those, 42 percent ran boardinghouses, 30 percent labored in personal
service jobs, 22 percent worked in various aspects of business, and 6
percent earned their living as professional nurses and teachers. All
found social and financial benefits in belonging to the Ladies. These
women pooled their limited economic resources and provided each
other with $3-per-week sickness and one-time $100 funeral benefits. As
the largest contingent of these working women, boardinghouse keepers
had the most to gain. By making provisions to continue their income
when sick, boardinghouse keepers recognized that their wages pro-
vided essential household support. The economic uncertainty of their
lives in the urban world of the granite industry encouraged these
women to develop sick and death benefits.

The Order of Scottish Clans was one of many national immigrant
mutual aid and fraternal organizations that formed in the U.S. during
the later decades of the nineteenth century. John Bodnar has noted that
nearly every immigrant group in America established a mutual benefit
society to help meet felt needs in employment, sickness, and death.®
Mutual aid societies did not originate in America; some historians have
traced the idea to an early seventeenth-century tradition of Scottish
craftsmen living in London who pooled their money into a locked box,
which was then drawn upon to aid each other in sickness and death.*
Throughout the nineteenth century, as industrialization expanded in
Britain, new friendly societies, as they were called, formed; most em-
ployed their own surgeon to care for sick members. Working women
followed suit. By 1872, there were enough female friendly societies to
generate a separate category in the Parliament-required Report of the
Registrar. In most cases, women who formed these societies were eco-
nomically independent, like the friendly society of female straw plaiters
of Bedfordshire.

As English-speaking people emigrated to the U.S. in the nineteenth
century, they brought this concept with them.> By midcentury, the Irish
had created the Ancient Order of Hibernians and in 1878, Scots began
the Order of Scottish Clans. Scotsmen from granite centers in Quincy,
Massachusetts, and South Ryegate, Vermont, traveled to Barre in 1884
to help organize Clan Gordon No. 12. By its affiliation with the national
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Clan Gordon No. 12 Ladies Auxiliary, Barre, Vt., 1910. Photograph cour-
tesy of the Archives of Barre History, Aldrich Public Library, Barre, V1.

Order of Scottish Clans, the Barre group embraced three main objec-
tives: “to retain affection for their native land. its history, traditions and
aspirations, . . . to provide a fund from which on the death of a member,
a sum would be paid to his wife and bairns, . . . to be loyal and true up-
holders of the institutions and laws of their adopted land.” In addition
to meeting national objectives, Clan Gordon No. 12 immediately set up
a sick fund for members, financed from monthly dues ($1.00 per mem-
ber per month), to provide health insurance that included a doctor’s
care, prescriptions, hospital expenses, bedside attendants, and a trained
nurse if necessary. A sick clansman also received an unemployment
benefit (up to $5 per week for thirty-one weeks) and his family received
a death benefit.”?

By 1886, a group of wives, daughters, and sweethearts of Clan Gordon
members functioned as a social auxiliary, organizing dances, fairs or sup-
pers, and the annual Clan Gordon picnic. In 1898, at the encouragement of
the Connecticut Daughters of Scotia, Barre women petitioned Clan
Gordon to officially accept them as an auxiliary, which the Clan did.5?

While the Ladies of Clan Gordon followed a national pattern in
women'’s benefit societies, unlike their national counterparts the Barre
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Ladies also established a sick benefit. Only a few Irish women’s benefit
societies provided sickness benefits; Slavic lodges in Pittsburgh pro-
vided death, but not sickness benefits for wives. > The Ladies insistence
on providing sick benefits and medical coverage appears to be an un-
common response to the conditions of their lives in a small urban center.
They believed the work they did as housewives, boardinghouse keepers,
domestic servants, saleswomen, stenographers, or teachers was vital to
the economy of their families. They knew that widowhood was a near
certainty for many of them. By incorporating a sickness benefit into
their first set of bylaws, the Ladies signaled that “women’s work™ had
social and economic worth, and they put a monetary value on it. At
their organizational meeting, members selected Dr. W. D. Reid as their
official physician.

The Ladies paid each other $3 per week for any illness Dr. Reid certi-
fied. They agreed not to provide the benefit until a woman had been ill
two weeks and not to compensate each other “for sickness caused by in-
temperance, criminal operations or childbirth.” Presumably a loss of in-
come for two weeks would not impoverish a working woman and a house-
wife could call upon family and neighbors to help out for a few days.®

In addition to the sick benefit paid directly to members, the Ladies
paid their physician $1 per member per year for his services and also
paid him $1 to examine each new member to ascertain her state of health.
In return, Dr. Reid agreed to visit any sick member who lived within
three miles of downtown Barre. By pooling their money, the Ladies of
Clan Gordon provided themselves low-cost medical care, a socially ad-
vanced concept that bolstered their individual security.”’

Financial records from the period 1904-1919 indicate that in one six-
month period the treasurer paid out $134.21 or forty-four weeks of sick
benefits, for such things as broken bones, influenza, surgery, cancer, and
back injuries. The Ladies also provided death benefits, $100 paid to a
woman’s beneficiary. While not lavish, this benefit permitted a respect-
able funeral. The women financed this service by assessing new members
fifty cents at initiation. When the fund’s balance ran low, they again
asked each member for fifty cents. In early years. these levies happened
infrequently; as the members aged, they became more common. By
1960, the Ladies voted to liquidate the organization because remaining
members could no longer afford to support death benefits. In contrast,
the ladies of St. Catherine’s Lodge in Pittsburgh provided their benefi-
ciaries with a $700 death benefit, more ongoing support to their fami-
lies than the Barre benefit.*

The Ladies who created the sickness and death benefit did so in re-
sponse to the economic uncertainty of their lives that were entwined so
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tightly with the granite industry in Barre. All but three of the initial
Ladies’ members were married to, widows of, or children of granite cut-
ters and thus understood the crucial need for Clan Gordon’s sick and
life insurance benefits. Wives of granite cutters lived with the knowl-
edge that they could be widowed early, a reality to nine of the first 150
Ladies members.

With twenty-five of the first 150 Ladies of Clan Gordon operating
boardinghouses, these working women benefited from the security of an
early form of “unemployment compensation.” Mrs. Alexander Cluness,
whose boardinghouse on Laurel Street housed many granite cutters
over time, was an active member of the Ladies of Clan Gordon. Chris-
tina Henry, another member of the Ladies whose husband worked in the
granite sheds, managed seven boarders and her three children under
the age of five at her house on Howes Place.®

Another widowed Ladies member, Lizzie McKinzie, kept house for
eight: her son, stepson and two male boarders who were granite cutters,
as well as three other step-children ages six to sixteen. One of the
boarders had a daughter who lived with the McKinzies, as well. Ladies’
member Euphenia Glass contended with fourteen people in her house
at 140 Silver Street in 1900. In addition to her granite-cutter husband
James, and her three children under the age of six, Glass kept house for
her widowed father-in-law, who was still working in the sheds, her
brother-in-law, also a granite worker, a single sister-in-law who worked
as a waitress, and five other boarders, all male. Two other sisters-in-law
who lived in the house assisted with this boarding operation.*

If Cluness, Henry, or McKinzie became sick, there was no one else to
keep the boardinghouse operating. A few women, like Euphenia Glass,
did have family members assisting, but the loss of an able-bodied working
woman left the boardinghouse without important labor and manage-
ment. By providing a sick benefit and supporting a Clan physician, the
Ladies permitted their sick members to hire domestic assistance to take
care of boarders’ and family members’ needs and eliminated the need to
use hard-earned income for a doctor’s care. Ladies of Clan Gordon records
did not track what women did with their sick benefit money, but Barre
business directories do list women available to provide short-term do-
mestic assistance for wages, so it seems reasonable to assume that Ladies
could have hired them. Adding a servant during a woman’s prolonged
sickness would not have been impossible, at rates between $2 and $4
per week, with a teenage girl earning as little as fifty cents.2 The sick
benefit paid to Ladies of Clan Gordon thus nearly covered a full-time

servant’s wages.> More important, it assured a level of economic secu-
rity for these Scottish boardinghouse keepers and other working women.
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Economic necessity drove many women in Vermont's Granite City
to seek employment. Keeping a boardinghouse provided them with an
opportunity to work at home and earn primary or secondary family
income. Like their national counterparts, Barre women transformed
housekeeping skills and space in their homes into income-generating
activities, taking advantage of the lodging shortage in late-nineteenth
and early-twentieth-century America. Hundreds of women in Barre
kept boarders; the majority housed one or two for brief periods, while
others made it a lifelong career and amassed assets to pass along to the
next generation. Boardinghouse keeping blended well with a woman’s
housekeeping skills, schedule, and family responsibilities. She had con-
trol of what happened in the home, so she could convert the space and
her labor into income. And hard labor it was. Economic necessity, not
the desire for “play money” nor keeping busy to avoid idleness, dic-
tated boardinghouse decisions. Barre’s Italian and Scottish women de-
veloped additional strategies to augment boardinghouse income. Both
originated out of unique ethnic associations imported to their adopted
community. Liquor sales and fraternal society insurance had the same
objective: adequate revenue to support a household. Both succeeded
and helped working-class women to provide essential income for their
families.
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The Encyclopedia of New England

Edited by Burt Feintuch and David H. Watters (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2005, pp. xxiii, 1,564; $65).

By one estimate some 2,000 encyclopedias have been compiled since
the ancient Greeks first attempted to “encircle learning.” Because
humankind likes to assume that learning is an uninterrupted progres-
sion, which not so incidentally makes each successive generation the
most knowledgeable, we are fascinated by how much knowledge current
encyclopedias encircle. Admittedly we have trouble measuring up to
China’s Yu-Hai’s 240-volume encyclopedia published in 1738, but as one
reviewer noted, the Encyclopedia of New England, weighing in at eight
pounds, is no slouch (Associated Press, Beverley Wing, “A treasure
trove of New England lore and history,” Barre-Montpelier Times Argus
29 September 2005, sec. B, p. 5).

In their introduction the editors explain that the Encyclopedia “takes
today’s New England as its primary subject; it does not focus compre-
hensively on history, although New England’s deep historical tradition
and remarkably strong preservationist ethos are discussed. . .. We began
with the goal of understanding lived realities in this distinctive place,
viewing the region as the product of social, economic, and historic inter-
actions among diverse people, communities, and institutions, not as a
single, easily characterized place” (p. xvii).

The encyclopedia is arranged topically into twenty-two sections from
“Agriculture” to “Tourism.” Each section begins with a broad discus-
sion of the topic that concludes with a bibliography. In some sections
additional overviews offer further elaboration on aspects of the topic.
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Individual entries on specific subjects follow; these are also accompanied
by bibliographies.

This arrangement sets topics within regional and conceptual contexts
before addressing specific subjects. That can be very useful, but raises
some questions about how and why people use encyclopedias. To the de-
gree encyclopedias are used for quick reference, the elaborate structure
of introduction, overview, and subject entries may be a barrier. Though
a solid index allows a reader to extract specific information from the
various sections and entries, it is labor intensive to pursue multiple index
entries, particularly when they reference triple-column pages. The search
might result in finding the sought-for reference as part of a list, without
any substantive commentary.

For example, the index indicates two pages where former Vermont
governor and U.S. Senator George Aiken is mentioned. On the first
(p. 751) he is listed along with former New Hampshire governors Meldrim
Thompson and John Sununu and others as examples of “New England
conservatives” who wielded “greater influence than the electoral power
of their respective states.” On page 808, Aiken’s cther indexed entry, he
is simply cited for naming the Northeast Kingdom. Both entries are
within the section on “Images and Ideas.” The first is under the subject
“Conservatism” by Michael Connelly; the second is under “Vermont™ by
Nancy Price Graff. In her broader discussion of Vermont’s image Graff
discusses Vermont conservatism and notes the irony of how the “vigor
with which Vermonters have practiced their conservatism over the years
has made Vermont one of the most politically liberal states in the union™
(p. 809). This is a different image of “New England conservatism” than
that drawn by Mr. Connelly. It is possible to find references to both discus-
sions by looking under “conservatism” in the index, but not by searching
under “Aiken.” This may skew the image the casual researcher might have
of Aiken, whose career defies easy characterizatior: as “conservative.”

The encyclopedia’s main audience, however, is not the casual re-
searcher but rather those seeking broader contextual information or
pointers to further research. For that audience the book’s layout is use-
ful. The introduction to the “Agriculture” section, for example, provides
comparisons by state for the impact on farming of skyrocketing land
values and property taxes. A follow-up essay on “Contemporary Agri-
culture” analyzes and compares the values of farmland per acre and of
farm incomes for several New England states, and provides references
to the value of specific crops within each state. In the “Folklife” section
Vermonters® reaction to, and stories about, “flatlanders” can be com-
pared to Maine’s characterization of summer tourists as the “Summer
Complaint.”
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This comparative, regional view is both a wonderful tool and a wel-
come antidote to the exceptionalism through which each of the region’s
states occasionally views itself.

Like all encyclopedic efforts this one invites scrutiny about what is-
sues and people were included, as well as what was left out. Why only
two entries for Aiken, one of Vermont’s and New England’s most influ-
ential senators from the twentieth century? Vermont artist Mary Azarian
also has two entries in the index; Ben & Jerry’s has six; Ethan Allen, de-
spite the introductory disclaimer about history, gets thirteen. U. S. Sena-
tor Warren Austin, our country’s first United Nations ambassador, has
no entries, while Governor Richard Snelling only makes it as part of the
biographical sketch of Madeleine Kunin.

These are not complaints; this is, after all, an encyclopedia of New
England not Vermont. As such it should be a welcome addition to the
bookshelves of those who want to understand the region and Vermont’s
place within it.

GREGORY SANFORD

Gregory Sanford has been Vermont State Archivist since 1982.

Reclaiming the Ancestors: Decolonizing a
Taken Prehistory of the Far Northeast

By Frederick Matthew Wiseman (Hanover: University Press of New
England, 2005, pp. xviii, 287, $55.00; paper $24.95).

Frederick Matthew Wiseman, chair of the Department of Humanities
at Johnson State College, member of the Abenaki Tribal Council,
and director of the Abenaki Tribal Museum and Cultural Center in
Swanton, has written a book with a mission. He promises the recapture
of what he calls “a taken prehistory.” Wiseman, an Abenaki, archaeolo-
gist, and paleoecologist whose training centers on scientific analysis of
material remains, here addresses the geographical expanse of the proto-
Algonquin Wabanaki ancestors—an area that includes present-day north-
ern New England, Quebec, the Maritimes, Newfoundland, and parts of
Massachusetts, New York, and Ontario. He distinguishes this region from
the neighboring Iroquois and non-Wabanaki Algonquin cultural zones
by figuratively inscribing a line on a map, a line which, according to
Wiseman, encloses Wobanakik, the Wabanaki culture area. This is a pre-
history of the Wabanaki ancestors, the first of a three-volume series. It is
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designed to place the Wabanaki at the center of their vibrant and ever-
changing world. Wiseman demonstrates that they are agents of their own
history, not merely reflections of other groups or victims of the march of
time. In the highly contested academic and social arena of native studies,
Wiseman provides an all-encompassing explanatory model founded on
the premise that most of the Northeast was the Wabanaki culture zone.
This method may seem curious, until we recall that the method is not
unlike that of the European colonists, who asserted sovereignty over a
region by drawing lines on a map.

Wiseman begins with a review of the literature on Wabanakis and
their ancestors. He skillfully addresses the problems and pitfalls in the
field of native history. Throughout this book, Wiseman maintains a
weather eye on the political storm of Abenaki tribal recognition in Ver-
mont. He eloquently describes the political nature of all information,
and how written information about a people can limit their possibilities
and has the potential to expunge a culture. In an effort to avoid missteps
in this direction, Wiseman conceals some evidence and sources of
knowledge from the reader. To his credit, he guards his sources and cer-
tain sacred knowledge, but reveals to the reader that he is doing so, and
why it is necessary.

Arranged chronologically, the next chapters cover about 1,000 to
2,300 years each, reviewing archeological finds and other known factors
such as climate change and glacial retreat. Wiseman devotes consider-
able space to cataloging stone and shell tools and projectile point finds
in the culture area. He also examines evidence from pollen, animal
bones, seeds, and manmade artifacts. His expansive region provides the
backdrop for a thorough articulation of how the archaeological record
can inform the historical narrative.

Wiseman provides a much needed re-visioning of the prehistory of his
people. Far from a culture that was derivative cf Ohioan, Inuit, or Iro-
quoian culture as previous scholars have attempted to prove, the ances-
tors of the Wabanakis of Wobanakik are described as innovators in such
areas as tools, boat making, ground slate, ground-stone tools, toggling
harpoons, bone flutes, multifamily architecture, stone masonry, long-
distance maritime trade, and ivory and bone working. After listing and
situating these finds, he offers short interludes of “historical reconstruc-
tion,” set off from the text by italics. These sections are re-imaginings of
the beginnings of the Wabanaki people in their culture zone.

This approach presents as many problems as opportunities. Wiseman
introduces new definitions, such as Woébanakik. The book, however,
does not include a useful map of this region; the schematic maps that are
included (pp. 25 and 59) provide little information, and are not well-
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integrated with the text. Particularly because Wiseman’s thesis is built
on a geographical premise, this book would have benefited from a series
of more detailed maps that show topography, waterways, archaeological
finds, and settlement/migration patterns. The author and editors settled
for a narrative description of the region Wiseman places at the center of
his argument.

The logical link from the thorough review of artifacts to Wiseman’s
narrative prehistory of the Wabanakis is never fully unpacked. The
reader is required to take great leaps with the author across deep and
unexplained cognitive crevasses. This is a book that is better at describ-
ing artifacts than at describing the communities of families who used
them. Rarely does it fully describe a site and the activities there; rather,
the book discloses similar artifacts from many sites and eras across a
wide geographic region.

Wiseman uses deductive reasoning to assert that virtually all archaeo-
logical sites and finds in Wobanakik can be linked to the ancestors of the
Wabanakis, the People of the Dawn. He offers two ideologies that but-
tress this choice of method. The first premise is that he prefers not to di-
vide things and people into categories, but rather to consider the data he
finds to be all of one piece, for a more robust, conservative interpreta-
tion. Second, he argues that his position as an advocate for sovereignty,
or rather, as a sovereigntist, requires this method. This approach places
cultural continuity in the foreground, but obscures nuanced changes
over time, or differences between regions. The wide net he casts, claim-
ing a huge swath of the Northeast to be the Wabanaki culture area,
makes conventional archaeological analysis (which divides groups, shards,
and pottery styles based on different finds at different levels in different
locations) practically moot. In addition, not all of the evidence Wiseman
offers fits his thesis.

When Wiseman encounters outliers—a shard of evidence that does
not fit a pattern, or advancement in one region of Wébanakik and not in
another—he restates his premise, that these are all Wabanaki ancestor
remains. He finds no single identifier for the Wabanakis, although red
paint (ochre) burials help identify the earthly realm of the ancestors.
When he encounters different tools in one part of the region than in an-
other, he states that Wabanaki ancestors needed different tools for dif-
ferent environments or for different prey.

To explain similar developments in two widely disparate parts of
Wdbanakik, Wiseman proposes an intriguing solution, that the Wa-
banaki ancestors were a maritime people, and that some were deep-
water mariners. According to this theory, they could build boats for
ocean seas and travel. Wiseman addresses the possibility of a European



origin for Native Americans, and considers the current controversy about
whether they came across the Bering Strait or over the Atlantic from
Europe. Here he demonstrates a characteristic willingness to question
prevailing assumptions. Noting that one genetic strain (haplogroup X)
of native North Americans came from Eurasia, Wiseman imagines that
Native Americans took the boats they built to Europe, and brought
back a female who began that strain some 15,000-30,000 years before
the present. He makes a strong case for these Native American travelers
to be Wabanaki ancestors, a conclusion that appears to be at odds with
his own statements that most Abenaki descendants do not share this Eu-
ropean strain of genetic material. Further, he does not show archaeolog-
ical or genetic evidence that such a voyage took place.

In other discussions, Wiseman dissects the continuing research on
New England’s stone cairns, and proposes that these were built by na-
tive people rather than Vikings or European colonists. He takes issue
with the “Laurentian Iroquois” tag for native peoples in the St.
Lawrence Valley just prior to and after contact. He rejects pottery as a
marker for these people, claiming that since they are in the zone he has
delineated, they are Wabanaki ancestors too.

With his unique perspective as both an archaeologist and an Abenaki,
Wiseman integrates the artifactual evidence with Abenaki traditions
and with inferences he draws from the evidence. Phrases like “I be-
lieve,” “1 think,” and “romantic possibility” pepper this work. Wiseman
takes little to no notice of the French records, Giordon Day’s work, or
Frank Speck’s collection of oral histories, and his summaries are gener-
ally thin in primary sources and latter-day oral histories, many of which
do address native beliefs about prehistoric periods and the creation of
the universe. Thus, Wiseman provides both an etic (outsider) and an
emic (insider) approach. However, synthesis of his findings is missing:
The connections between the conclusions he derives from these two
approaches are not clearly drawn.

Reclaiming the Ancestors: Decolonizing a Taken Prehistory of the Far
Northeast is, as the title indicates, an attempt to settle an old score, and a
parry at recent works on the Wabanaki. As such, it is one of the newest
contributions to the ficld of autohistory: histories written by the people
about themselves. This field has been most active in relating and refram-
ing the histories of Native Americans, First Nations and indigenous pop-
ulations; Wiseman’s 2001 book The Voice of the Dawn also contributes
to this literature. Autohistory is characterized by a didactic approach
that rejects Eurocentric theories and perspectives while incorporating
native values, oral histories and moral lessons. It was heralded in 1987
by the late Michael Dorris, former chair of Native American Studies at
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Dartmouth College, in “Indians on the Shelf,” in Calvin Martin, ed., The
American Indian and the Problem of History (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1987). Examples of this exploding field are the seminal and
experimental work by George Sioui, For an Amerindian Autohistory
(1995), and the highly useful anthologies, Devon A. Mihesuah, ed., Na-
tives and Academics (1998) and Jennifer Brown and Elizabeth Vibert,
eds., Reading Beyond Words (1996).

Wiseman is an ardent advocate for Wabanaki sovereignty, which
helps explain why he has consciously and transparently shaped the find-
ings in this work to fit his thesis. His willingness to discard most prior
historical research and analysis makes him one of the boldest scholars
on the Wabanaki academic frontier. His skill in scientific analysis of or-
ganic and inorganic material is his strength. Readers looking for exten-
sive and subtle discussions of prehistoric artifacts in the region will find
this to be a useful addition to their libraries. Wiseman’s use of some oral
histories, native philosophy, personal reflection, and quotations from na-
tive scholars and tribal historians is refreshing and long overdue. How-
ever, this prehistory is stitched together by a series of possibilities and,
at certain points, explains the way Wiseman would like to believe events
transpired. Future native historians, using this volume as a springboard,
may indeed find evidence and build a tighter argument to validate Wise-
man’s conclusions.

LinDa B. Gray

Linda B. Gray teaches history at Norwich University and Vermont history in
the Johnson State College External Degree Program.

The Quotable Ethan Allen

Edited by J. Kevin Graffagnino and H. Nicholas Muller, ITI
(Barre: Vermont Historical Society, 2005, pp. 70, paper, $9.95).

love quotations. I still remember the delight of discovering Bartlett’s

Familiar Quotations as a kid and poring through it the way my bud-
dies sorted their baseball cards. The quotes jumped off the page to com-
press life’s lessons in punchy enduring form. As I grew older I consulted
Bartlett’s to see what people said in their time that we could use in ours.
I inserted them in college essays and newspaper articles to burnish my
intellectual credentials. With a knapsack full of these literary and histor-
ical flash cards, I dropped quotes the way others dropped names. Today,



I have a whole bookshelf of quote books, including one by Paul F.
Boller, Jr., entitled They Never Said It! (1990) that debunks the sources
of many well-known quotations.

“A myth is what never was, but will always be” said Bishop Stephen
of Bulgaria in the sixth century. This quote, which I found in Robert
Kaplan’s book Balkan Ghosts, came to mind as I thumbed through The
Quotable Ethan Allen, edited by J. Kevin Graffagnino and H. Nicholas
Muller. Graffagnino, the director of the Vermont Historical Society, and
Muller, a VHS trustee and former president of Colby-Sawyer College,
have compiled almost a hundred quotations of Alien from 1764 until a
few months before his death in 1789.

Ethan Allen, the Gilgamesh and Daniel Boone of Vermont, has “lent”
his name to bowling alleys, shopping plazas, furniture companies, mo-
tels, tour boats, and the National Guard. Today he’s probably the best-
known Vermonter besides Howard Dean. Allen was no stranger to con-
tradictions. The founder of the Green Mountain Boys and hero of the
capture of Ft. Ticonderoga also negotiated with Lord Haldimand to re-
join Britain. He thundered against the New York land grants people but
was a big land speculator himself. He was a confirmed Deist in a day
when Congregationalists ruled the Vermont pulpits, yet he was happy to
quote or paraphrase the Bible as it suited him.

So, what do we get from this book? We get a mixture of poetry and
bombast.

Yes, Allen did say to the hated Yorkers, “the gods of the valleys are
not Gods of the hills” (p. 2). He also said of those Yorkers: “The Em-
blems of their insatiable, avaricious, overbearing, inhuman, barbarous,
and blood-guiltiness of Disposition and Intention is therein portraited in
that transparent Image of themselves, which cannot fail to be a Blot, and
an infamous Reproach to them, to Posterity” (p. 5).

We get contemporary observations. For the current debate over evo-
lution vs. creationism, Allen offered, “Reason therefore must be the
standard by which we determine the respective claims of revelation: for
otherwise we may as well subscribe to the divinity of the one as of the
other, or to the whole of them, or to none at all” (p. 22).

We get disarming humor. Reporting on the capture of Ticonderoga,
Allen wrote, “The soldiery behaved with such resistless fury that they so
terrified the King’s Troops that they durst not fire on their assailants,
and our soldiery was agreeably disappointed” (p. 9). At the trial of East-
side Yorkers in 1779, he promised, “With my logic and reasoning from
the eternal fitness of things I can upset your Blackstones, your white-
stones, your gravestones, and your brimstones” (p. 22).

At least as interesting as Allen’s own remarks are those by others
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about him. For example, “Allen was a profane and ignorant Deist, who
died with a mind replete with horror and despair,” wrote Uzal Ogden, a
minister (p. 61). In 1778, George Washington wrote of Allen: “There is
an original something in him that commands admiration; and his long
captivity and sufferings have only served to increase if possible, his en-
thusiastic zeal” (p. 56). But if Washington had read Sir Henry Clinton’s
letter to the Duke of Gloucester, Dec. 14, 1780, one doubts that the
commander-in-chief would have been as charitable. “It appears that
Ethan Allen has joined the King’s troops. I have been for these two
years tempting that chief, and I have offered him what Congress have
refused him” (p. 58).

Such was this contradictory man in his own words and in the words of
those around him, as reflected in this thin but rewarding volume.

I have two suggestions for the reader. The context for the quotes lies
in the introduction and the chronology, not with the quotes themselves.
Read those two passages first. Then you can read ar the quotes as quote
books should be read. Second, bring your bifocals. The print size is un-
conscionably small. I couldn’t read the book through without getting a
headache.

As Groucho Marx once said, “Outside of a book, a dog is man’s best
friend; inside of a dog, it’s too dark to read.” The Quotable Ethan Allen
is a good book to read . ... in good light.

“Paint me warts and all,” ordered Oliver Cromwell, the Lord Protec-
tor of England. And so in Ethan Allen’s own words have Kevin Graffag-
nino and Nicholas Muller painted Vermont’s first mythic hero.

BiLL MARES
Biill Mares, the author or co-author of numerous books on Vermont, the

Marines, fishing, bees, beer, etc., was a state representative and now teaches his-
tory at Champlain Valley Union High School.

The Peabody Sisters: Three Women Who Ignited
American Romanticism

By Megan Marshall (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2005, pp. xx, 602,
cloth, $28.00).

‘ N 7 ith subtle irony, Megan Marshall opens and closes her new biog-
raphy of the intellectual Peabody sisters of Salem with marriage
scenes, mimicking the happy felicity found in many nineteenth-century
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novels. The union of the youngest, Sophia, with Nathaniel Hawthorne and
of the middle sister, Mary, with Horace Mann ended an era of intellec-
tual fervor and sibling rivalry for the three sisters. These weddings left
the eldest, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, who would become founder of the
American kindergarten movement, in what some nineteenth-century
women would eventually term “single blessedness.” It was not that mar-
riage was a goal, as those older tales would intimate, but in Marshall’s
view, an obstacle around which she pivots her storv of the famous sisters.

Born in the first decade of the nineteenth century and beneficiaries of
the movement to educate young women in the new republic, the Pea-
body sisters faced a female dilemma of the era: “[W]hat could women of
fierce energy, intellect, and determination do with their talents when
they could not enter the public realm by any conventional means?”
(p. xvii). Their relative poverty forced them to seck ways to earn an in-
come even as they foresaw their future burdenec by domestic and ma-
ternal functions. Marshall, a writer and expert on women'’s and New En-
gland history, chose to focus her monumental work on her subjects’
formative years to reveal this struggle. In the process, she opens to view
the social world of literary and artistic Boston. While her three subjects
struggled to make a living, they cultivated “men of genius” and facili-
tated the development of an American romantic sensibility.

Marshall’s is not the first biography of the three sisters nor a definitive
account of their influence on American society, but it is clearly the most
well documented. During twenty years of exhaustive research and read-
ing scores of extant letters, diaries, and journals, Marshall uncovered new
and overlooked information that informed her interpretation of their
psychological development, their relationships with each other, and
their influence on the men they loved and inspired. For example, after
investigating the roots of the sisters’ intellectuality, Marshall emphasizes
the role of their mother Elizabeth Palmer, who sought to educate her
three daughters for independence of mind and self-sufficiency. Eliza-
beth had been driven to some extent by her youthful outrage at the sex-
ual promiscuity of powerful men like her brother-in-law, Royall Tyler,
who could render women helpless. The dramatist and lawyer had mar-
ried her older sister Mary and become a Vermont supreme court judge.
In family letters and Elizabeth’s anonymous account of male seduction,
Marshall discovers that Tyler had not only fathered Elizabeth’s younger
sister Sophia, but had also sexually abused her as a young girl before
marrying Mary and taking her to Vermont in 1796. This information is
consistent with what we know about Tyler’s other sexual indiscretions,
but it will undoubtedly cast another shadow on the man who is revered
for having produced the first American comic play, The Contrast.



With her focus on the Peabodys’ psychological and intellectual devel-
opment, the picture Marshall paints is a private one of thoughts and
feelings that operated behind the scenes of Boston’s intellectual world.
The sisters’ efforts to achieve “individual self-fulfillment” vied continu-
ously with their desire to act in “disinterested” and benevolent ways. In
novelistic fashion, Marshall builds the tensions between the sisters as
they sought ideal partners of creative genius, determining for them-
selves to “shine by borrowed light” (p. xvii). For Mary and Sophia, this
quest ended with marriage in their mid-thirties to men that all three sis-
ters helped inspire and bolster through hard times; for Elizabeth, it
meant coming to terms with her own prodigious talents and ambition as
she resolved to “be myself and act” (p. 437). Elizabeth’s conversations
and contributions to the religious radicalism and philosophical thought
of William Ellery Channing, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Bronson Alcott
provide new insight into these important intellectuals, who appear to
have fed at the trough of her “magnificent philosophical imagination”
(p- 295). Marshall notes that Elizabeth originated the term “transcen-
dentalism” in an unpublished essay of 1826. Her translations of the
works of European philosophers provided her “men of genius” with in-
tellectual nourishment, while her publishing house and bookstore gave
them a place to exchange and communicate new ideas. Marshall has also
brought to light the artistic talent of Sophia Peabody, who has been
labeled an invalid in other accounts, her pivotal role as a muse for
Hawthorne, and the family’s appreciation for the emergence of a new
aesthetic in American painting.

Marshall is adept at providing readers with the broader social and
economic context that circumscribed the Peabodys’ world, yet there are
a few unanswered questions. With her focus on what the sisters thought
and felt, readers may wonder if these young women, two of whom
helped support the Peabody family by teaching, ever participated in the
mundane tasks of cooking, sewing, or cleaning, or how Elizabeth’s pub-
lishing business operated. Marshall ends her biography before Elizabeth
and Mary made their contributions to education and reform. Readers
will need to look elsewhere to discover how their public writings and ac-
tivities influenced the world outside their literary circles. That said, this
is a beautifully written and engaging biography in which the author
weaves the threads of her three subjects’ lives into a magnificent tapes-
try that will delight any reader interested in the intellectual history of
antebellum New England.

MARILYN S. BLACKWELL

Marilyn S. Blackwell, Ph.D., teaches history at Community College of Ver-
mont and has written articles on Vermont and women’s history.



Sister Societies: Women’s Antislavery Organizations
in Antebellum America

By Beth A. Salerno (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press,
2005, pp. x,233).

In this carefully researched book, Beth Salerno has uncovered more
than two hundred exclusively female antislavery societies that were
organized in the 1830s and 1840s across the northern United States. This
is a far larger number than previously estimated. The main thrust of this
volume is to show how women’s antislavery activity in these societies
moved them away from womanly forms of resistance (such as sewing
for antislavery fairs) into the murky male realm of politics. Although
Salerno’s book has little to say about Vermont, the subject she treats is
important for historians of this state.

From the beginning of the organized antislavery movement in the
early 1830s, women formed societies independently of men. In doing so,
they were drawing on a long tradition of women’s benevolent activity
and on a public recognition of their responsibility to uphold the nation’s
moral values. As Salerno points out, this connection between women,
benevolence, and moral responsibility increased in the 1820s and 1830s,
“as women became more closely identified with religion while men were
linked to the expanding political privilege of voting” (p. 4).

A popular form of activism in these female antislavery societies was
circulating antislavery petitions. As women went from house to house in
their communities collecting signatures, they educated their neighbors
about the antislavery cause and often recruited others to form local
female antislavery societies.

Salerno tells us that, while only six or so female antislavery societies
existed in the northern United States in 1833, over the years the number
grew to more than two hundred. When the first Anti-Slavery Conven-
tion of American Women met in Philadelphia in 1837, it brought to-
gether 175 women, both black and white, representing ten states (not
including Vermont). The convention’s goals were 1o raise women’s inter-
est in the antislavery cause, and to organize them on its behalf. The
greatest success attributed to the convention was the dramatic rise in the
number of antislavery petitions sent to Congress by women. In 1837
alone, 164 such documents went to Washington, double the number for-
warded the previous year. This mountain of women’s signatures so over-
whelmed Congress that the lawmakers instituted the first in a series of
“Gag Rules,” tabling unread all petitions related to slavery.



As long as antislavery women defined their reform work as moral and
not political, their activities outside the home were rarely questioned.
But, as Salerno points out, this petition campaign, which was clearly an
effort to influence how legislators might vote on a given issue, “raised
the question of women'’s right as citizens,” and “blurred the boundaries
between political and moral efforts against slavery” (p. 63).

Disagreements about women’s appropriate role in the antislavery
movement grew after 1837 as the men’s abolitionist societies split into
factions over a number of issues. When William Lloyd Garrison began
denouncing the churches for failing to support his reform efforts, the
effect was to drive many church women away from public antislavery
activism and back to more accepted female benevolent activities.
Others, however, continued to urge their sisters to keep using their
voices and their pens, and not just their needles, to bring an end to
slavery.

Given that Vermont’s political consciousness had long favored an end
to slavery, it came as a surprise to this reader of Sister Societies to learn
what an insignificant role the women of this state apparently played in
female antislavery activism. Out of the two hundred “sister societies”
listed in an appendix only five are in Vermont. And of these five, the
only one mentioned in the text is the Randolph Female Antislavery
Society, founded in the late 1830s as an auxiliary of the powerful Boston
Female Antislavery Society. The four others listed were in Cornwall,
Weybridge, Waitsfield, and the nonexistent town of Bellingham (see p.
184). Of these the Weybridge Female Antislavery Society is the only
one known to have left any written record. Although Salerno does not
mention it, the December 13, 1834, issue of the abolitionist newspaper,
The Liberator, included a brief notice from the Weybridge women in
which they pledged themselves to “do all within our sphere of action
to wipe out the ‘foul blot of slavery.”” The writers defended their un-
ladylike efforts on behalf of a public cause by claiming that “historical
records portray in lively colors the service of females for the good of the
state.”

Why do we know of so few female antislavery societies in the Green
Mountain State? Part of the answer may lie in the difficulty of finding in-
formation on the movement in Vermont. Abolitionists were never more
than a tiny minority in any area, and in a largely rural state such societies,
if they did exist, were likely to be small and very informal. Although
Salerno does not mention it, the Vermont State Archives holds an anti-
slavery petition from Starksboro signed in 1835 by 420 women. Who
organized this petition drive? Did any of the women who signed the
petition contribute in other ways to the abolitionist cause? Although



Salerno says little about Vermont, her book suggests that local research
possibilities exist on this fascinating and important subject.

DEeBoORAH P. CLIFFORD

Deborah P. Clifford is the author of several books on nineteenth-century Amer-

ican women, including a biography of the prominent abolitionist Lydia Maria
Child, Crusader for Freedom: A Life of Lydia Maria Child (Beacon Press, 1992).

Manchester: Memories of a Mountain Valley.
A Collection of Columns Previously Published
in the Manchester Journal

By Mary Hard Bort (Manchester: Manchester Historical Society
and Tucson, Ariz., Marshall Jones Company, 2605, pp. 355, $25;
paper, $20).

t is not always smooth sailing, or reading, to assemble a coherent

book from newspaper columns because continuity often suffers. Yet

Mary H. Bort’s Manchester has mined a town truly rich in historical ore
and she has crafted a product that mostly overcomes these handicaps.

Occasionally, details could have been clarified. For example, is James L.
Taylor, who in 1899 bought land that became the Ekwanok County Club
(p- 319), the same James Taylor who, six pages later, as assistant head-
master of Vermont Academy, is credited with conceiving the Long Trail?

Nonetheless, Mary Bort’s columns as selected for this book are suffi-
ciently packed with fascinating details that the reader is likely to be riv-
eted. This reviewer’s eyes tend to glaze over when the subject of golf
comes up, but chapter 60, “The Little White Ball,” is so filled with rele-
vant facts—names, locations, dates, events, dollar amounts, quotations,
and other substance—that these eyes kept their focus with no problem,
in fact with much reward.

Manchester is a book in which you are encouraged to skip around.
Chapter 4, “Down on the Farm,” concisely traces the early evolution of
agriculture from potash to sheep to self-sufficient hill farming to aban-
donment after the Civil War. Mark Skinner, for whom Manchester’s li-
brary is named, and the son of Vermont Governor Richard Skinner of
Manchester (who served three one-year terms from 1820 to 1823), comes
to life in chapter 20 as a distinguished nineteenth-century Chicago lawyer,
legislator, and judge. The uses of the handsome Greek-revival gold-domed
North Shire Bennington County Courthouse are related amusingly in
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chapter 15 as a series of squabbles among town, village, and county. The
author remembers that Robert Frost spoke at her commencement at
Burr & Burton Seminary on June 6, 1944, but she confesses brightly that
she didn’t recall a word the poet said because that was also D-Day. In
several chapters, much useful reportage is offered about individual
houses and their various builders, summer residents, and owners.

Taking a few subjects at random, we learn that: the Manchester, Dor-
set, and Granville Railroad never laid tracks all the way to Granville,
N.Y.; the Rich Lumber Company zigzagged its railroad tracks up the
slopes of East Mountain in the early twentieth century to cut timber; the
Barnumville section of town has a strong heritage of lumber, charcoal,
iron, brick houses, milk, and marble; skiing really put Manchester on
the map starting in the 1930s. We are also treated to some revelations
about the quirky lifestyle of the late Peggy Beckwith, granddaughter
of Robert Todd Lincoln and the inheritor of his mansion, Hildene.

One editorial quibble prompted winces. Many are the whiches, which
written without commas should have become that’s. And this writer’s
own quirk holds that the proper term for the northern sector of Ben-
nington County should be North Shire, not Northshire. The most serious
flaw is that the book lacks an index, which minimizes its accessibility as a
research source. Without an index, I labored at length to retrieve a clas-
sic description of crusty Cyrus Munson, father of one-time state Chief
Justice Loveland Munson. Cyrus was such a rigid old Congregationalist
that he forbade curtains on the windows or rugs on the floor in his home,
and he so opposed icing on cakes that when he spotted such a frivo-
lously laden confection at a wedding party he “threw it in the pig slops.”
The story emerged in chapter 26 titled “Way’s Lane,” which describes a
neighborhood once known as Marbleville.

Publication of Manchester was a joint project of the town’s historical
society—which Mary Bort served as a central pillar ever since she retired
to her hometown after thirty-one years “out of town”*—and the Marshall
Jones Company, whose principals are members of the local society.

In a warm foreword by Nancy H. Otis, coauthor of the bicentennial
history Manchester, Vermont, 1761-1961: A Pleasant Land Among the
Mountains, the author is described as “able to stand strong, thanks to
her solid Vermont roots, despite physical problems, family deaths, and
the certain aplomb of being close kin to poet Walter Hard.” That is in-
deed true, and this new publication will be a welcome addition to any-
one’s collection of Vermontiana.

TYLER RESCH

Tyler Resch is librarian of the Bennington Museum and author or editor of

several books of historical interest in southwestern Vermont.
*ED. NOTE. Mary Bort died February 28, 2006.



From Hitching Posts to Gas Pumps: A History of
North Main Street, Barre, Vermont, 1875-1915

By Russell J. Belding (Barre, Vt.: Potash Brook Publishing, 2003,
pp. xi, 315, paper, $24.95).

he first thing a reader notices in looking at From Hitching Posts to

Gas Pumps: A History of North Main Street, Barre, Vermont, 1875~
1915 is the enormous amount of research undertaken by the author,
Russell J. Belding. Mr. Belding appears to have read every newspaper
and city directory published in Barre for the forty-year span of the
book, meticulously noting references to the buildings and people inhab-
iting North Main Street during the period. It’s the kind of methodologi-
cal research that is very hard to pursue on an ad hoc basis for single
buildings.

The second thing a reader notices is how difficult it is to find the infor-
mation on any given single building in the 300-page body of the book.
Even readers who know Barre well would have benefited from inclusion
of a map to get their bearings. An easy-to-use index of street addresses
would have been equally valuable. The Rosetta stone for understanding
the book’s organization is to know that the building entries begin half-
way along the street, at Depot Square, and proceed clockwise, down the
even-numbered west side of North Main Strezt, crossing to the odd-
numbered east side at Willey Street, proceeding south to City Hall Park,
and then crossing back to the even-numbered west side and back to
Depot Square.

The book is a treasure trove of minutiae—the: location and relocation
of businesses, details of original construction and renovations, facts
about family structure and changing occupations of building residents,
police blotter events, and newsworthy anecdotes like the tale of the cat
that jumped off the high back porch of one of the business blocks and
landed in the river (and died). The story of each address along North
Main Street is well told, but incomplete and therefore sometimes mis-
leading or confusing. Street addresses for buildings that have long since
disappeared get equal billing with those of extant structures. Since the
stories stop at 1915, the reader may wrongly conclude that an existing
building on the site is the same one described in the story.

Sixty-seven photos, mostly well-reproduced historic images from the
O. J. Dodge Collection at the Aldrich Public Library in Barre, illustrate
the book along with clipped fragments of an 1891 birds-eye map. It doesn’t
seem enough; more than half of the 138 building entries contain no images.
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The book’s meager fourteen footnotes can frustrate any user hoping
to follow the trail of references about a building. While the author quotes
some relevant news articles in their entirely, others are just obliquely
referenced, without a specific source or date. A researcher wanting to
retrace a fact back to its source is stymied. And there are many tantaliz-
ing revelations in Mr. Belding’s stories that deserve further exploration
and study.

From Hitching Posts to Gas Pumps portrays a vibrant community on
and above the street. In the details he presents, Mr. Belding paints a rich
portrait of downtown Barre and urban life in Vermont in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. The effort begs a next step of ana-
lyzing and synthesizing the data, of distilling the patterns to be found in
all the details.

NANcY E. BooNE

Nancy E. Boone is the State Architectural Historian with the Vermont Divi-
sion for Historic Preservation.

A Capital Upbringing: Coming of Age in the 1930’s
in Montpelier, Vermont

By Robert N. Webster (Lincoln, Ne.: iUniverse Inc., 2004, pp. ix, 164,
paper, $15.95).

Montpelier carries its mantle as state capital lightly. A stranger
standing on the corner of State and Taylor Streets, with his back
to the Capitol Complex, might hardly notice its proximity. Looking east
from the intersection, toward Main Street, the city looks much like any
small New England town. Indeed, Montpelierites take a certain pleasure
in informing visitors that theirs is the smallest capital (8,000 residents) in
the country; some boast it is the only one without a McDonald’s restaurant.

Robert Webster’s A Capital Upbringing, about growing up in Mont-
pelier in the 1930s and early 1940s, conveys this small-town feeling. His
is a keen memory that serves the reader well, transmitting the sights,
smells, and sounds of the past. We see skaters on the Winooski River,
near the Granite Street bridge, where a horse-drawn wooden plow keeps
the rink open. We smell the granite dust paving the streets, and watch it
settle on the clothes lines on a windy summer day. We are wakened at
four in the morning by Clydesdale horse hooves and the clanking of
glass bottles on front steps as the milk is delivered.



But Webster’s memories are far from nostalgic. In his first years,
“Bobie,” as he was called, lived in Barre, close to his father’s family who
came from Aberdeen, worked in the granite sheds, and still spoke Gaelic.
The Websters were hard-working and hard-drinking people. Webster's
father had a problem with alcohol, and eventually left wife and children
for Canada. After his parents’ divorce, Webster, his mother, and brother
moved to Montpelier to his maternal grandparents Ewen, also Scots,
who lived in a duplex on Foster Street, in the Vermont College neigh-
borhood. The large household also counted four aunts and two cousins.

Webster thus became dependent on adults who, although they were
relatives, were not as indulgent or patient with him as a father might
have been. Yet he had the security of belonging to an extended family
with solid roots. Later, when Webster’s mother remarried, he experienced
another kind of familial tension, until a truce was reached between the
new stepfather and the strapping stepson.

Like today’s Montpelier teenagers, yesterday's complained that there
was just nothing to do. They performed many chores—shoveled snow,
split wood, ran errands, mowed grass—but still had energy to burn. Web-
ster, a sprinter and football player, ran around town out of sheer enjoy-
ment. When he had willing companions (and equipment that worked),
he hiked, biked, skied, hunted, and fished: He knew every corner of
Montpelier in a way that is unimaginable today.

Boys being boys, Webster played his share of pranks, including at one
time lighting large firecrackers in cow plops in Sabin’s Pasture, “the ob-
ject being to sneak up behind someone otherwise occupied and explode
one so as to cover said victim with fresh cow rnanure.” Seasonal apple
stealing had its own conventions: You did nct take from your close
neighbors, and pilfering fruit from the rich was a Robin Hood act.

Montpelier had its share of ethnic minorities. The Foster Street neigh-
borhood counted Italian, Greek, Slavic, Swedish, and French families
who had come to work in the stone sheds; their names are still around
today. Many, including Webster’s Grandfather Ewen, died from silicosis.
While the author alludes to Montpelier’s “provincial sophistication and
social caste system,” he does not elaborate and his perspective is that of
the child and young teen, not the analytical adult. Nor do national and
world events, such as the Depression and World War 11, intrude much,
beyond what he noticed from day to day, such as sugar rationing and
young men going off to war.

As an adult, Robert Webster had a long career as a Montpelier phar-
macist before he retired to Enosburg Falls.

Natives as well as newcomers will enjoy reading this personal and
well-written account of coming-of-age in the capital in the 1930s. My
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only quibble is that it will be difficult to find again a reference to an inci-

dent, a person, or a street in this self-published book. There are no sum-

mary chapter titles and no index; no assistance for the reader. If the
book is reprinted, this flaw should be rectified

REeIbUN D. NuqQuist

A former librarian of the Vermont Historical Society, Reidun D. Nuquist

retired from UVM’s Bailey/Howe Library. She has resided in Montpelier for
the last thirty-five years.

The Long Light of Those Days: Recollections of a
Vermont Village at Mid-Century

By Bruce Coffin (Woodstock, Vt.: The Elm Tree Press, 2005, pp. 237,
colophon, $24.95).

Bruce Coffin’s memoir about growing up in Woodstock in the 1940s
and 1950s begins with an inquiry into memory, and describes how
a lingering scent in a railway car triggers a cascade of vivid recollections
of a long-gone livery stable, complete with its rows of buggies, the sound
of muted hoofbeats on sawdust, and the delicate strings of cobwebs in
the stalls. Coffin is struck by the fullness and detail of the scene: “Through
the glass in the low door of the tack room, I even caught a forgotten but
entirely familiar glimpse of Oliver Ferguson [and] Ruth Keck, Fergie’s
assistant, who was standing at a desk facing the door in her red and black
wool logger shirt and dungarees, talking in a loud and assertive voice”
(p. 9). The urgency of these memories is a source of wonder, and Coffin
devotes the entire first chapter of The Long Light of Those Days to pars-
ing the grammar of recollection. He probes its philosophical structure,
its tendency to become more meaningful once we pass the fulcrum of
middle age, and its possible relationship with displacement and a sense
of exile. This is clearly a topic he has explored in some depth but is still a
little mystified by. One thing he does seem sure of, though, is that mem-
ory “seeks us, and not we it. Such occurrences convince us that the past
has some continuing existence somewhere” (p. 10).

This conviction of the continuing existence of the past is what shapes
the balance of the book, and allows Coffin to redraw the outlines of a
fading world. Oddly, this is not so much a book about Woodstock—
although people interested in Woodstock will find it engaging—as it is
about the largely unwritten history of unsupervised play. Childhood



is changing, and Coffin reminds us what childhood used to be: that end-
less round of bike riding, baseball, snowball fights, double-dares, and all
those games in the woods that fell under the general rubric of “playing
war.” He recaptures the joy of doing something mostly to see if it can be
done, or done more stylishly; in a chapter simply called “Bikes,” we are
reminded of the many ways to race, skid, stop, and decorate them, and
the relative merits of Western Flyer versus J.C. Higgins. Even getting off
a bike had multiple permutations, from the simple braking one-legged
dismount to “letting it go”: “A boy would come steaming down onto Vail
Field, pedaling like mad, and be greeted by a chorus of ‘let it go’ from
the boys already assembled there. To comply, he would simply step off
the bike as though he had forgotten all about it. . . . It would continue
onward, as though with a will of its own and a destination in mind and
then, depending on the unevenness of the terrain and the precarious
balance produced by the decreasing speed, would go into a series of lu-
natic wobbles and spastic handlebar and front whzel lurches that brought
it to an uproariously slapstick collapse on the grass” (pp. 106-107).

This is a world without play dates, lessons, tutors, au pairs, or any of
the other modern impediments to getting scratched and dirty. In a chap-
ter called “Upstreet,” Coffin admires jackknives, eavesdrops on adult
conversation, and trades bottles for penny candy; “Pember Inn” is a lin-
gering eulogy for George Pearsons, a close friend who lived in the Pem-
ber boardinghouse with his grandmother and died in 1962. Other chap-
ters focus on playing basketball and exploring the slopes of Mount Tom.
The result is a graceful argument for freedoms that have since been re-
scinded, chiefly the freedom to do as you like, provided you are home
for supper.

The Long Light of Those Days is not without flaws. At times whole
paragraphs disintegrate into long lists of names, and while these names
clearly have resonance for the author, they are empty work for the
reader. At other times, often at the ends of chapters, we are offered a ra-
tion of schmaltz—chewy meditations on “visions” of Woodstock, where
“we never guessed that the brilliance of that mornent would remain with
us down through all the years that succeeded it” (p. 199). Since many
memoirs fall through this big trap door of telling too much at one time
and too little at another, it’s probably enough to say that there are por-
tions of the text that can be legitimately skipped. But it’s also easy to see
those parts coming, and they don’t detract muck. from a mostly pleasur-
able reading experience.

Driving the book, and acting as its overriding metaphor, is a sense of
suspension, an assertion of childhood as a state operating outside the
confines of ordinary time. This motif surfaces early on, in a chapter called
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“Pleasant Street and Benson Place,” where Coffin describes the sequence
of church bells that could be heard while lying in bed: First the bells
from the Congregational Church would toll the hour, and then, after a
pause, the bells from the Christian Church would offer a “sleepy and re-
luctant confirmation that, yes, it was ten o’clock. In the listening during
the silent interval between those clocks sounding the same hour, there
was no time. It has long seemed to me that our location there on Pleas-
ant Street between those two churches somehow belonged to that inter-
val, and that its timelessness was something like the true measure of our
lives back in those days” (p. 24). This stillness, its duration and its sacred
overtones, is a part of childhood that belongs to all of us, no matter
where we were raised, and it gives the book its momentum.

HELEN HUSHER

Helen Husher is author of three books about Vermont, most recently a 2005
memoir, Conversations with a Prince: A Year of Riding at East Hill Farm.

Messages from a Small Town: Photographs inside
Pawlet, Vermont—Neil Rappaport with
Nellie Bushee and Ella Clark

By Susanne Rappaport (Middlebury: Vermont Folklife Center, 2005,
pp- 135, paper $30.00).

he quality of the image makes the Messages from a Small Town

cover photograph of Edward Baker cradling great-grandson Chris-
tophoro LaBarbera in his arms on Thanksgiving Day, 1976, an inspired
choice. But it is even more so because each detail recorded by the pho-
tographer rewards careful examination and reflection. So it is with each
element in this book, which has been composed to provide rich content
and stimulate deep thought.

This book is a tribute to photographer Neil Rappaport, whose work
was cut tragically short by his sudden death in 1998. Assembled by his
wife and partner, Susanne, now keeper of his collection and guardian of
his legacy, the book followed but is more than a catalog of the exhibit
that Susanne co-curated at the Vermont Folklife Center in the fall of
2005. It is a next step toward making Neil’s work available to a broader
public.

One hundred of Neil Rappaport’s photographs, printed as superb
duotones, would have made a splendid volume, but it is clear from the



author’s title how much more than a collection of pictures she intends
this to be: a representative small town sends messages; the photographs
come from inside a specific town, Pawlet; Neil Rappaport and two other
photographers have created them. Book format permits more extensive
text than the exhibit, including an Afterword of interview excerpts
keyed to relevant photographs, and two-page-spread mini-exhibits, an
opportunity for the reader to sample and hop back and forth easily, and
a permanent resource.

Messages from a Small Town tells multiple stories about specific indi-
viduals and their families: the work they do, the community they share,
what they make of their lives, and how they wish to be remembered. It
speaks also of universal issues: of circumstances beyond human control,
change and permanence, aging, death, and new life.

Neil Rappaport developed his special approach to portraits as a
shared experience with the subject while working at an anti-poverty
agency in the late 1960s. For ten years, after he and Susanne moved to
Pawlet in 1969, he concentrated on “photographing the work and social
environment of his neighbors” (p. 14), especially quarrying and farming.
In 1980 he and Susanne invited the citizens of Pawlet and West Pawlet
to participate in a Visual Census and an accompanying oral history of
the town. Over the next ten years Neil took 700 portraits of individuals,
family groups, and community organizations with their guidance. These
are displayed in homes, and are archived at the local historical society.

In Neil’s portraits the subjects seem to say, “This is who we are; this is
the work we do; this is our life.” Messages from a Small Town, gives us
such a picture of Neil and Susanne Rappaport and the rural town they
chose to make their home.

Neil explained the importance of his work in 1975 when he said, “Pho-
tographs can provide the people involved with a reinforced sense of
their own significance. People need to know that progress and obsoles-
cence do not imply that their lives were unimportant or forgettable;
photographs act as existential evidence and this has been true since the
very beginning of the medium” (p. 60). Because it was clear to Neil that
the Pawlet he was documenting was in transition and would soon be trans-
formed in significant ways, he also wanted “to focus the eye of the fu-
ture” for the community. The last major project Neil and Susanne worked
on together was a CD database of the Visual Census and supporting
materials.

Nellie Bushee’s (1862-1947) and Ella Clark’s (1893-1980) historic
photographs contribute to the book in two distinct ways: Neil was con-
scious of continuing the tradition of the community photographer, fol-
lowing in their footsteps, so they provide context for his work in Pawlet.
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In addition, the historic images show now-elderly residents as children;
the Ice Pond, which is now used for hockey, during an ice harvest; and a
slate quarry, which is part of the landscape today, as it was years ago.
One chapter is dedicated to the terrain, the working landscape, and the
townscape, which are the common stage on which life is lived in Pawlet.
Messages from a Small Town is a magnificent narrative tapestry, in
which every element has been carefully chosen and purposefully assem-
bled. It is both a thing of beauty that delights, and a documentary record
that informs, intrigues, and reveals. Exquisite duotone photographs, poi-
gnant commentary on rural life and the human condition, a portrait of
small-town life in the mid to late twentieth century, and a process wor-

thy of emulation are in store for its readers.
Torpis ILG ISSELHARDT

Tordis lig Isselhardt is the Bennington-based publisher at Images from the
Past, interpretive publishing consultant, and owner of a collection of historic
negatives and prints.
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