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This fifth issue of the Bennington Museum’s Walloomsack Review is the first 
of three to be published during 2011. Perhaps it is time to remind readers that 
the unusual name of this journal derives from one of many spelling variations of 
Walloomsac, which is the usual spelling of the principal river that runs through 
Bennington. The earliest known use of that name dates to 1739 when the royal 
province of New York patented a territory that covers parts of today’s Pownal and 
Bennington and was called Wallumschack, or sometimes Walloomschack. The 
real origin of the name is obscure but probably derives from Walloons, a French-
speaking group originating in southern Belgium.

 The cover story describes the Bennington pioneer Jedidiah Dewey and his new 
gravestone, as related by curator Jamie Franklin. This “stone with a story” offered 
the opportunity for Franklin to delve into topics as diverse as gravestone carving 
and the reception of Shakespeare in eighteenth-century America.  The spelling 
of Jedidiah is almost as optional as Walloomsac. Officially we think it should be 
spelled Jedediah, as it appears in the family genealogy and as it is carved on the 
gravestone of the reverend’s wife. The carver of the gravestone has the last word, or 
spelling, in these matters.

This issue contains a second selection from Robert Mello’s biography of Moses 
Robinson, a significant original settler of Bennington and one of the founders of 
Vermont. Judge Mello’s article in the last issue described the statewide referendum 
held in Bennington in early 1791 at which the United States Constitution was 
ratified – not quite unanimously – a requirement for becoming a state. In this 
issue author Mello tells the story of the visit to Bennington by Thomas Jefferson 
and James Madison, who were hosted by Moses Robinson at his home, a brick 
residence, no longer standing, near the entrance to the Mt. Anthony Country Club. 

Anthony Haswell’s talent as balladeer is the focus of Robert Rachlin’s article.  
Haswell is best known as founder and editor of the Vermont Gazette, one of the 
state’s oldest newspapers, which began publication in Bennington in June of 
1783. (The museum has a nearly complete run on microfilm.) He is also known 
to American history for having been fined and jailed for violating the infamous 
Sedition Act of 1798, which criminalized criticism of the U.S. government. For 
background, readers might wish to see attorney Rachlin’s article in the summer-fall 
2010 issue of Vermont History, titled “The Sedition Act of 1798 and the East-West 
Political Divide in Vermont.” The article in this issue describes some Haswell ballads 
and the meaning behind them – usually political.

Michael Gabriel’s story of the Loyalist cattle ambush on the morning of the 
Battle of Bennington deserves a careful reading because it also conveys the author’s 
deep understanding of the battle itself. 

The political transformation of Vermont over the last half century from a one-
party Republican state to arguably the most liberal is traced in some detail by Tyler 
Resch, who has some perspective on those years having been a newspaper editor 
dating back to the 1960s.

Editors’ Note
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Jamie Franklin is the Bennington Museum’s curator of collections, who is working 
on upcoming major exhibits on the work of Grandma Moses and Rockwell Kent.
 
Michael P. Gabriel chairs the history department at Kutztown University in 
Pennsylvania, and is the author of several books dealing with the American Revolution. 
He has been working for several years on a book that will focus on the Battle of 
Bennington with special emphasis on the people involved in the fighting. 
 
Robert D. Rachlin of Burlington is co-founder, senior director, and general counsel 
of Downs Rachlin Martin PLLC. He is visiting associate professor at Vermont Law 
School, and he is adjunct faculty in the University of Vermont’s Department of 
German and Russian, where he also serves as faculty of the Carolyn and Leonard 
Miller Center for Holocaust Studies and chairs that center’s advisory board. He is a 
trustee of Vermont Law School and Vermont Historical Society.
 
Robert A. Mello is an attorney in South Burlington and a trustee of the Vermont 
Historical Society who was recently named a Superior Court judge. Much of 
the research for his forthcoming biography of Moses Robinson was done at the 
Bennington Museum. 
 
Tyler Resch, co-editor of this journal, is research librarian of the museum and has 
followed politics in the state and nation for the half century he writes about here. He 
chairs the Shaftsbury Democratic Town Committee but cautions that while writing 
this article he wore his historian’s hat, not that of a partisan.
 
Anthony Marro is the other co-editor of this journal, and among many other 
qualifications is experienced in helping to scan and identify the museum’s photograph 
collections.
 
Tom Fels is an independent curator and writer specializing in American culture and 
art. He is currently finishing his second book on the generation of the 1960s.
 
Robert E. Woolmington is an attorney in Manchester and president of the Fund for 
North Bennington.  

Corrections
In our last issue, Vol. 4, September 2010, two corrections in the article titled Letters from Home 
have come to light. A photograph on page 10 of a World War II veteran was misidentified. The 
caption said that it was of Cpl. F. E. DeOrme, but in fact it was of Cpl. Gedeon LaCroix of 
Arlington, taken on Iwo Jima. Toward the end of the article it was noted that Lt. William A. 
Root II (who was killed in action in Germany) grew up in the Root homestead, which is now 
the Bennington Town Hall on South Street. In fact, Root was a small child in 1924 when the 
Root family moved from that house and it became the town offices. 

Author Biographies
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“Let’s talk of Graves, and worms, and Epitaphs”: 
Rev. Jedidiah Dewey and his Gravestone

Jamie Franklin

The original gravestone of Bennington’s first minister, Rev. Jedidiah Dewey 
(1714-1778), was received as a gift to the Bennington Museum’s permanent 

collection in the fall of 2010.1 Dewey’s funerary marker had previously spent the 
first 230 years of its existence in the Bennington Center Cemetery. As was custom-
ary practice in colonial New England, the town graveyard and its earliest stones 
were located in the immediate vicinity of Bennington’s original meetinghouse, 
which served as both the town hall and town church. This first meetinghouse had 
been erected and was in use within a few of years of the town’s settlement in 1761, 
on the current site of Old Bennington’s town green, located between the Old First 
Church and the Walloomsac Inn.2 Dewey’s grave and its marker were originally 
located within what is now the footprint of Bennington’s First Congregational 
Church, better known as the Old First Church. 

When it was constructed in 1804-5, the Old First Church was built over 
the top of many pre-existing graves. At that time some families of the buried had 
their loved ones dug up and re-interred, but the majority of the graves, including 
Dewey’s, remain in the ground below the basement of the Old First Church. The 
stones that marked these early graves were simply piled or leaned up against the new 
church for many decades. It wasn’t until around the time of the Civil War that the 
markers were laid out in their current 
arrangement along the church’s north 
side.3 

All of this is to explain that Dewey’s 
original stone is now housed only 700 
feet down the hill to the east of its origi-
nal site. After having its base secured in 
concrete many decades ago, the head-
stone fell over completely in the spring 
of 2008, luckily breaking below ground 
level and remaining unscathed in the 
fall. Charles Dewey, a descendant, and 
the Bennington Center Cemetery As-
sociation decided to preserve the original 
stone by a having an exact replica carved 
by George Kurjanowicz, a sculptor from 
Barre, Vermont, and it was erected in 
its place in the fall of 2010. The original 
was donated to the museum. 

This exceptional act of preservation 
and goodwill provides us with this op-
portunity to take an extended  look 

Gravestone of Rev. Jedidiah Dewey, carved by 
Frederick Manning, marble, c. 1779. Collection 
of the Bennington Museum.
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at the life of Rev. Dewey and the 
art of gravestone carving in late 
colonial America and how it was 
used to memorialize Bennington’s 
first minister.

Gravestones, though perceived 
by many as morbid markers of lives 
lost, are often some of the richest 
and most beautiful material artifacts 
from eighteenth-century America 
to have survived, and can provide 
profound insights into the lives and 
aspirations of colonial Americans. 
Created as memorials to perpetu-
ate the memory of the deceased to 
generations unknown, gravestones 
are typically carved from stone 
selected for its ability to survive 
the ravages of time. As already 
noted, graveyards in colonial New 
England were typically situated in 
direct relation to a community’s 
meetinghouse or church, which 
formed the religious and social 
fulcrum around which rural villages 
of the period operated. As a result 
of this highly public placement, gravestones speak volumes about what people most 
wanted future generations to remember about them and their loved ones. Though 
the iconographic program and text on tombstones is rarely chosen by the person 
who lies below (though, as we will learn, Dewey’s epitaph is believed to have been 
self-selected), they are carefully chosen by the living to serve as an appropriate repre-
sentation of the deceased. Taking both the symbolism of the carving and the text of 
the epitaph into consideration, gravestones can be considered emblematic portraits 
of the deceased. 

To better understand Dewey’s gravestone we must learn something about the 
man it commemorates.4 Rev. Jedidiah Dewey, was born in Westfield, Massachusetts, 
on April 11, 1714. His family had deep roots in that community, located just out-
side of Springfield. Jedidiah’s grandfather and namesake, along with two brothers, 
Thomas and Josiah, were among Westfield’s founding settlers in the late 1660s. In 
the ensuing decades the Dewey family became prominent citizens, helping to estab-
lish and run the town’s first saw and grist mills, repeatedly elected as selectmen, and 
as active members of the local church. In 1671, Thomas Dewey traveled to Boston 
to secure a minister for Westfield’s first church. He was successful in his mission, 
returning with Rev. Edward Taylor, who served as Westfield’s minister until a few 
years before his death in 1729. The Rev. Jedidiah Dewey was baptized at birth 

Many of Bennington’s early gravestones, including 
Dewey’s, were originally located in what is now the 
basement of the Old First Church. The markers were 
installed in their current arrangement, along the 
north side of the church, prior to this photograph, 
which was taken before the courthouse burned down 
in 1869. Collection of the Bennington Museum.
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by Rev. Taylor, and his parents raised him in 
Westfield’s Congregational church.  
Little else is known of Rev. Dewey’s early 
life except that his education did not extend 
beyond that of the local common school. 
Dewey’s lack of a college degree is notable 
in relation to his later profession as a Con-
gregational minister. During the first half of 
the eighteenth century most Congregational 
ministers were highly educated. Typically 
they either attended Harvard or Yale, which 
were training grounds for religious leaders 
in colonial America. Rev. Taylor of West-
field, for example, spent his first three years 
in the colonies studying at Harvard after 
having studied for seven years in England, 
presumably at Cambridge University.5

Despite his lack of higher education, 
it is clear that Rev. Dewey was intelligent, 
industrious, and pious. Like several of his 

forebears, Dewey made a living with his hands, as a woodworker and a farmer. In 
the Westfield records he is identified as a “joiner” and his estate inventory upon his 
death, 15 years after becoming the minister in Bennington, indicates that he still 
owned woodworking tools, including “three turning gouges,” a “fore plane,” and a 
“smoothing plane.”6   

The Bennington Museum has a tilt-top tea table in its collection that de-
scended in the Dewey family with an oral tradition of having been made by “Parson 
Dewey,” as he was popularly referred to by later generations. During the eighteenth 
century few had the luxury of specializing in their trade, so Dewey’s work as a joiner 
included house carpentry as well as furniture making. Along these lines, Dewey is 
said to have assisted or possibly even overseen the construction of his own home in 
Bennington, which still stands as the second house south of the Old First Church. 
An anecdote in the Dewey genealogy notes that the reverend was also on hand and 
played an instrumental role in the raising of Bennington’s first meetinghouse, next 
to which he was eventually laid to rest.7

How did Dewey come to be a minister, and what brought him to Vermont in 
the first place? On October 30, 1738, Dewey entered into full communion with 
the church in which he had been raised in Westfield. He was undoubtedly inspired 
toward this decision by the religious revival that had been spawned by Jonathan 
Edwards in Northampton in the mid-1730s and quickly spread throughout the 
Connecticut River Valley. Dewey’s formal admittance into the Westfield congrega-
tion involved him giving public testimony of his faith. The longtime requirement of 
“Relations,” as these public testimonies of personal faith were called at the time, be-
came a major issue in Dewey’s eventual separation from Westfield’s church. As early 
as 1728 that church’s membership had voted that anyone wanting to join it would 

Tea table attributed to Rev. Jedidiah 
Dewey, cherry, pine and chestnut top (old 
replacement), c. 1770. Collection of the 
Bennington Museum.
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“be left at their liberty as to the giving the chh. an account of the work of saving 
conversion.”8 This was in line with a doctrine developed by New England churches 
in 1662  known popularly as the Half-Way Covenant, which gave the children and 
grandchildren of  church members, who had themselves given “Relations,” the right 
to be baptized, though they were not allowed to vote or participate in communion 
until they too made their personal faith public.9 

In the fall of 1740 Dewey was undoubtedly in attendance when George White-
field preached in Westfield “to a pretty large Congregation, and with considerable 
Power at the latter end.”10 Whitefield, a preacher from England renowned for his 
rousing open-air sermons to tens of thousands, traveled through Westfield as part 
of a tour of New England that was orchestrated in part by Jonathan Edwards. That 
tour was a defining event in what became known as the Great Awakening, the first 
of a handful of periods in American history characterized by an outpouring of  fer-
vent religious sentiment within the Protestant church.11 One of Whitefield’s major 
critiques of New England’s churches was the proliferation of unconverted ministers 
and the increasingly common practice of admitting into membership people who 
had not publicly acknowledged having received the saving grace of Christ. Dewey 
seems to have embraced Whitefield’s ardent belief that all church members be re-
quired to confess their personal faith, and by January 3, 1749, the Westfield church 
noted that he had withdrawn himself from communion for some time. His reason 
for separating himself from the Westfield congregation was given as follows: “That 
the Church admitted Members without care to know whether they had the saving 
grace.”12

On April 17, 1753, Dewey and several other Separates acquired a tract of land 
from Jonathan Fowler in Westfield and built their own Separatist Congregational 
Church on the site. Less than a year later Dewey was ordained as the pastor of 
Westfield’s Separate Church, and within the year his congregation had grown to 
nearly 40 adult members. He continued to actively minister to this group for an-
other three years, until the fall of 1757. At that time Dewey made his way to Crum 
Elbow Precinct, now known as Amenia, New York. About a year after Dewey’s 
official separation from Westfield’s established church the latter had decided it was 
“sufficient to vote them [the Separates] no longer Members of the Church,” rather 
than excommunicate them entirely.  But there were  undoubtedly tensions within 
the community over this split.13 

After establishing their own churches in communities throughout Massachu-
setts and Connecticut during the 1740s and 1750s, Separatists found that the taxes 
they paid were being used to support the mainline church.14 Instead of receiving 
support directly from the town, as was standard practice in eighteenth-century New 
England, the Separate churches were forced to raise all funds required to support 
the minister and to erect and maintain a church building through voluntary tithing 
or a direct subscription of their congregants. As a result of this grievance, many Sep-
aratist churches and their members moved away from their established communities 
and made their way to frontier towns where they became the dominant church by 
default, without conflict  from the old order. Amenia was such a place, with its own 
Separate church established in 1748. In seeking religious freedom in 
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what was then considered wilderness, the earliest residents of towns such as Amenia 
and Bennington were not unlike the Pilgrims who crossed the Atlantic Ocean 
nearly 150 years earlier.  

Dewey established himself in Amenia, selling his homestead in Westfield to his 
brother Martin in May of 1758 and purchasing in September nearly two hundred 
acres of land in Crum Elbow Precinct. Dewey’s first wife, Mindwell Hayden, whom 
he had married on August 4, 1736, died on May 29, 1760, shortly after the birth 
of their eighth child. A few months later, on February 20, 1761, he married Betty 
Buck of Amenia. By this time he was desirous of becoming the pastor of the town’s 
Separate church. It wasn’t until February of 1762 that Dewey asked to be dismissed 
of his duties as pastor of Westfield’s Separate church. His request was initially re-
jected and he began working to unite the Amenia and Westfield Separate churches. 
Before he could get those plans off the ground another opportunity arose. On May 
24, 1763, the Church of Christ in Bennington, Vermont, “Gave the Rever’nd Mr. 
Jedidiah Dewey a Call to the work of the Ministry amongst us.”15  Bennington’s 
First Congregational Church, originally known simply as the “Church of Christ 
in Bennington,” was established by a vote of the church’s founding members on 
December 3, 1762, making it the oldest organized church in Vermont. Benning-
ton’s earliest residents, who began settling the town in the summer of 1761, were 
almost exclusively Congregational Separatists. The town’s first church was created by 
uniting Separatist churches in Hardwick and Sunderland, Massachusetts, who were 
joined within a few months by former members of a Separatist church in Norwich, 
Connecticut.16  

Bennington’s officials voted to offer Dewey the lot of land set aside in the 
town’s original charter for the minister, and the church promised to pay him a regu-
lar salary. This was an offer he couldn’t refuse. At a meeting of Separatist ministers 
in Westfield on August 14, 1763, it was voted to unite the churches of  Westfield 
and Bennington into one congregation. 

After this successful vote, Rev. Dewey wasted no time in establishing residency 
in Bennington, arriving with his family in September or very early in October of 
1763. One of his first undertakings, aside from all of the necessities and niceties 
that accompany a move from one frontier town to another, and his installation as 

A detail of Dewey’s epitaph. Collection of the Bennington Museum.
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a prominent public figure in a small town, was to become a temporary teacher for 
Bennington’s first public school. The town’s proprietors had voted to “raise $6 on 
each right of land in Bennington for building a meeting house and school house” 
on May 9, 1763. The schoolhouse itself,  no more than a crude log structure, was 
located a little more than 100 yards southwest of the current Old First Church and 
is said to have been completed in just five days, ready for service by early September 
of 1763. 

After two failed attempts at securing a teacher, it was finally settled that the 
new Rev. Dewey would temporarily serve in that capacity until a permanent re-
placement could be found. The school opened to no small degree of fanfare on the 
first Tuesday in October of 1763. During that first day, with many members of the 
community in attendance, a severe thunderstorm passed overhead. Deacon Stephen 
Story, an early Bennington settler from Norwich, said at the close of the storm that 
during its height all he could think of was a quote from Shakespeare’s The Life and 
Death of King Richard the Second:

 Of Comfort no Man Speak!
 Let’s talk of Graves, and  worms
  and Epitaphs, Make dust our 
 Paper, and with Rainy Eyes 

 Write sorrow in the bosom 
 of the Earth.

These powerful, solemn lines made a marked impression on Rev. Dewey. It is 
said that thereafter he often quoted them at funerals, and ultimately chose them as 
an epitaph for his own tombstone.17 

While Dewey’s choice of a Shakespearean quotation for his epitaph may 
seem perfectly natural, two contrary factors must be considered. First, he had no 
formal education beyond the common school level, so his attraction to the work 
of Shakespeare, a sophisticated cultural product associated with England’s wealthy 
elite, is not so natural as it might seem. Secondly, as popular as Shakespeare became 
in America during the nineteenth century, and remains to this day, his work was 
much less familiar to colonial Americans. In fact, Dewey’s epitaph is believed to 
be the only instance in which lines from Shakespeare were used on an eighteenth-
century gravestone in America.18 Due to their puritanical roots, New Englanders of 
the eighteenth century tended to have an aversion to the theater, and Shakespeare’s 
plays were uncommon in the colonies until well after the Revolution.19 Further-
more, epitaphs in early America rarely reached high levels of literary attainment. 
Rhyming ditties of a severely solemn type were far more common than sophisti-
cated literary quotations. One of the most popular of these was as follows:

Behold my friend as you pass by,
As you are now so once was I,
As I am now so you must be,
Prepare for death & follow me
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A survey of epitaphs on stones carved by the Manning family, who were the 
makers of Dewey’s, reveals most to be of the type quoted above, taken from a stone 
carved by them for Elizabeth Huntington (d. 1790) of Norwichtown, Connecticut. 
As might be expected, the few literary epitaphs of the period tended to be taken 
from popular religious texts. Manning-made stones include quotations from the 
famed hymns of Isaac Watts, such as the markers for Nathan Lester (d. 1773) of 
Pachaug, Connecticut, and Col. Samuel Lathrop (d. 1774) of Norwichtown, and 
religious-minded works of Alexander Pope, including one for Capt. Elisha Edger-
ton (d. 1782) of Norwichtown, which features the last verse of Pope’s “The Dying 
Christian to his Soul.” 

An insight into Dewey’s sophisticated literary predilections might be found in 
the fact that the minister who baptized him, Rev. Edward Taylor, is considered to 
be the greatest American poet of his era. While Taylor’s works as a poet were not 
published until the mid-twentieth century, he certainly applied his skills as a writer 
to the composition of his weekly sermons.20 This in turn must have had some influ-
ence on the young Jedidiah Dewey, who undoubtedly heard Taylor preach regularly 
for the first 15 years of his life. Despite his lack of a formal education, Dewey was 
like many aspiring colonial New Englanders who settled on the northern frontier, 
in that he sought the same level of intellectual and cultural refinement as his more 
urbane counterparts. Shakespeare undoubtedly appealed to him as a seemingly 
exotic and undeniably sophisticated form of literary interest.

In addition to its unique inclusion of a Shakespearean epitaph, Dewey’s grave 
marker is a tour de force of the stone carver’s art from America’s late colonial period. 
The stone, made from locally quarried white marble, is carved in the distinct style 
of the Manning family, eastern Connecticut’s most prolific gravestone carvers dur-
ing the second half of the eighteenth century.21 In a rare touch, Dewey’s marker 
is signed at its base with the carver’s initials, “Made by F. M.,” indicating that the 
artist was Frederick Manning (1758-1806). The stone has been attributed repeat-
edly to Frederick’s father, Josiah, notably in Harriette M. Forbes’ seminal 1927 
study Gravestones of Early New England, though Forbes admits in the text that she 
could only see the tops of the letters, the rest being covered by concrete.22 No longer 
obscured by concrete, the first initial is unmistakeably an “F” and the stone can 
now be securely ascribed to Frederick. 

There are two likely explanations for the rare inclusion of the carver’s signature. 
Frederick may have created the stone as testimony to his skills as a carver after a 
long apprentice in the family workshop, including his initials to differentiate the 
stone from the work of his father and brother, Rockwell. Frederick Manning likely 
completed the stone in 1779, the year after Dewey’s death, when he would have 

Dewey’s marker is signed at its base with the carver’s initials, “Made by F. M.,” indicating that the 
artist was Frederick Manning (1758-1806).  Collection of Bennington Museum.
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been twenty-one. This was the 
typical age at which an apprentice 
in colonial America achieved the 
status of an independent craftsman, 
an accomplishment that was often 
marked by the completion of an 
especially elaborate or important 
commission, as exemplified by 
Dewey’s stone. Another, possi-
bly concomitant, scenario is that 
Frederick wanted to advertise the 
services of his family’s workshop to 
the people of Bennington, a bur-
geoning young town with a large 
potential client base. This may be 
true, but a handful of other, many 
presumably earlier, stones by the 
Manning family are also in the Ben-
nington Center Cemetery. Thus the Mannings already had established connections 
to Bennington when Dewey’s stone was carved. 

Why were the Mannings creating stones in Bennington, so far from the center 
of their activity in eastern Connecticut? Stone carvers, like portrait painters of 
the era, often traveled the countryside seeking business in each town they passed 
through. Yet, Bennington was far from the Mannings’ known working area. A 
reason for this discrepancy can be found in the fact that Frederick Manning was 
from Norwich, a hotbed  of Separatism and home to many of Bennington’s earliest 
settlers, including Deacon Stephen Story, whose own gravestone was carved by the 
Manning family.23 Furthermore, one of the other Manning-carved stones in Ben-
nington is for Jacob Manning, a cousin of Frederick. Without a well-established 
stonecarver in the immediate area (the famed carver Zerubbabel Collins moved to 
Shaftsbury in 1778, the year of Dewey’s death), many of Bennington’s early resi-
dents looked to connections in other parts of New England to supply their needs. 

In  their study of tombstones for early Congregational ministers, Tom and 
Brenda Malloy note: “because of his high status in a church-state community, the 
minister’s grave would normally be designated by the most impressive marker in 
the graveyard.”24 As the religious leader of a  community led by a group of devoutly 
religious people, Dewey was one of Bennington’s most influential early citizens.  

Standing an impressive 50 inches tall by 33 inches wide and placed within the 
first row of the cemetery, the stone’s large size and prominent location is, indeed, 
relative to Jedidiah’s stature. The first thing that catches the viewer’s eye when look-
ing at Dewey’s marker is the stone’s crowning tympanum, centered by a dramatic 
winged-soul effigy. The portrait-like effigy features a stylized upswept hair-do and 
clerical tabs representative of Dewey’s profession.25 Seemingly endless variations of 
winged-souls were the most common motif used by New England’s gravestone carv-
ers during the eighteenth century. This imagery is symbolic of the transition of the 

The first thing that catches the viewer’s eye when 
looking at Dewey’s marker is the stone’s crowning 
tympanum, centered by a dramatic winged-soul effigy.  
Collection of Bennington Museum.
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deceased’s soul from the material world, or the world as we know it, to the spiritual 
realms of heaven.26 In this sense, the imagery works beautifully with the inscription 
directly below it, describing Dewey’s own transition from his worldly profession to 
“the Sublime Employment of Immortality”:

 In Memory of the Revd. Mr,
 JEDIDIAH DEWEY, First Pastor of the
 Church in Bennington; Who after
 a Laborious Life in the Gospel
 Ministry Resign’d his Office in
 God’s Temple for the Sublime
 Employment of Immortality.

Other carved elements that make up the stone’s complex iconographic program 
include a decorative vine-like border, curling leafage centered by a heart, two trees, 
and a pair of birds flanking a butterfly. Standard design elements such as these were 
often imbued with symbolic meanings by their original audience, which are lost on 
us today. The trees on Dewey’s marker, for example, may be versions of the biblical 
Tree of Life. Dewey’s childhood pastor, Rev. Edward Taylor, wrote a poem on the 
subject, which lends credence to the idea: Thou! thou! my Deare-Deare Lord, art this 
rich Tree, The Tree of Life Within God’ Paradise.27 The heart, in addition to its com-
mon meaning of love, in this case the soul’s love for God, was particularly associated 
in early New England with the triumph of the soul over the power of death.28 The 
bird was a common metaphor in early America for the ascent of the soul to heaven, 
while the butterfly is a symbol of resurrection or transformation to a more glorious 
state.29 

Taken together, the carved motifs and inscriptions on Rev. Dewey’s stone make 
for a clear message about the beliefs of eighteenth-century Americans as they relate 
to death and the afterlife: While worldly death was a subject to be taken with great 
solemnity (Of Comfort no Man Speak!), it was not a final state, but rather a transi-
tion, at least for the faithful, to the glorious realms above. This is a message I am 
sure Rev. Dewey preached many times from his pulpit in Bennington’s first meet-
inghouse. Now that it has been beautifully replicated and the original is preserved at 
the Bennington Museum, Rev. Dewey’s gravestone can metaphorically preach this 
message again and again for centuries to come.
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Notes

1 The gift included  Dewey’s headstone and a smaller, though still attractively carved, foot 
stone. The foot stone’s carving (including a half-fan at top, trees, and foliate border) and 
inscription (“The Revd Mr JEDIDIAH DEWEY”) are either purely decorative or replicated 
on the headstone. Therefore, this article refers exclusively to the headstone.
2 Parks, Joseph, “A history of the burying grounds of Bennington Center,” Bennington 
Banner, 5 June, 1976. Parks, Joseph, “Mystery of the old meeting house,” Bennington Banner, 
8 Sept., 2004. As Parks notes, the exact location of the first meetinghouse is not known, but 
it was definitely in the vicinity of the current town green in Old Bennington.
3 Parks, Joseph, “A history of the burying grounds of Bennington Center,” Bennington 
Banner, 5 June, 1976.
4 Shalhope, Robert E., Bennington and the Green Mountain Boys: The Emergence of Liberal 
Democracy in Vermont, 1760-1850, Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins University 
Press, 1996, pp. 35-43. Shalhope’s discussion of the Separate Church in Westfield and 
Dewey’s path to Bennington is far and away the most detailed account of Dewey’s life, 
character and motivations, especially in regard to the Separatist movement and his move to 
Bennington. Other sources that provide important information about Dewey’s life include: 
Jennings, Isaac, Memorials of a Century: Embracing a Record of Individuals and Events Chiefly 
in the Early History of Bennington, VT. And its First Church, Boston: Gould and Lincoln, 
1869; Dewey, Adelbert M. and Louis Marinus Dewey, Life of George Dewey, Rear Admiral, 
U. S. N., and Dewey Family; and History, Westfield, MA: Dewey Publishing Company, 1898, 
vol. 2, pp. 855-860.
5 Lockwood, Rev. John H., D.D., Westfield and Its Historic Influences, 1669-1919, Springfield, 
MA: Printed and sold by the author, 1922, pp. 130-131.
6 Zogry, Kenneth Joel, The Best the Country Affords, Vermont Furniture 1765-1850, 
Bennington, VT: Bennington Museum, 1995. 
7 Dewey, vol. 2, p. 856.
8 Shalhope, p. 38 and Lockwood, p. 333. 
9 For a concise synopsis of the Half-Way Covenant see: “Half-Way Covenant,” Wikipedia: The 
Free Encyclopedia, Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., 1 October, 2010, 2 March, 2011, 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Half-Way_Covenant>
10 Shalhope, p. 38.
11 For a detailed account of the Great Awakening and subsequent Separatist Movement see: 
Goen, C.C., Revivalism and Separatism in New England, 1740-1800: Strict Congregationalists 
and Separate Baptists in the Great Awakening, with a new Introduction, Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1987.
12 Records of the Westfield Church of Christ, Westfield Athenaeum, Westfield, MA, 195. Cited 
in Shalhope, p. 38.
13 Shalhope, p. 39.
14 Goen, p. 86.
15 Bennington First Church Records, 1762-1820, Bennington Museum, Bennington, VT, p. 3.
16 For a good synopsis of the early history of Bennington’s first church see Jennings, pp. 31-46.
17 Levin, Ruth, “An 18th century schoolhouse,” Bennington Banner, 27, May, 1981. Dewey’s 
connection to Bennington’s first school and his adoption of the Shakespeare quotation from 
Deacon Story come from this article by the museum’s former registrar, Ruth Levin. She cites 
her source as remarks made by John Leland at the 28th annual session of the Shaftsbury 
Baptist Association, which met in Pownal in 1808. Unfortunately, a thorough search has not 
turned up a transcript of Leland’s remarks. 
18 Dewey, p. 859. The Dewey family genealogy states that, “As far as known this is the only 
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quotation from Shakespeare on a tombstone in Vermont.” Furthermore, a diligent, though 
certainly not comprehensive, survey of eighteenth-century American epitaphs has turned up 
no Shakespeare quotations outside of Vermont either. 
19 Morrison, Michael A., “Shakespeare in North America,” in Stanley Wells and Sarah 
Stanton (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare on Stage (pp. 230-232), Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002.
20 “Edward Taylor,” Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia, Wikimedia Foundation, Inc., 29 
December, 2010, 15 March, 2011, <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edward_Taylor>. Taylor 
left instructions to his heirs that they should “never publish any of his writings.” Yet in 1937 
Thomas H. Johnson discovered a 400-page quarto manuscript of Taylor’s poetry in the 
library of Yale University and Taylor’s most important poems were published shortly after 
their discovery. His complete poems, however, were not published until 1960. He has since 
then been ensconced in the canon of American literature.
21 Slater, James A., “The Colonial Burying Grounds of Eastern Connecticut and the Men 
Who Made Them,” Memoirs of the Connecticut Academy of Arts & Sciences, vol. 21, Hamden, 
Connecticut: Archon Books, 1987. This article provides the best overview of the Mannings’ 
work.
22 Forbes, Harriette M., Gravestones of Early New England, Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1927, p. 106.
23 Goen, pp. 83-5. Jennings, pp. 400-403. Goen provides a brief history of the Separate 
movement in Norwich, noting that the Separate Church in Newent, one of 5 parishes in 
Norwich, joined with the Separate church in Bennington in 1761.
24 Malloy, Tom and Brenda, “Gravemarkers of the Early Congregational Ministers in North 
Central Massachusetts,” Markers XIV, The Journal of the Association for Gravestone Studies, 
1997, p. 35. As has been noted, the modern placement of Dewey’s stone likely occurred 
around the time of Civil War, and it is impossible to know exactly how the marker was 
originally positioned in relation to other stones in the earliest layout of the cemetery. That 
said, in their study of gravemarkers for early Congregational ministers the Malloys note that 
ministers’ stones were often large and prominently positioned in relation to other stones in 
the cemetery.
25 Ibid., p. 36. The Malloys note that it was common for ministers’ markers to be of a type 
they describe as “portrait stones,” stating, “Portrait stones were carved not necessarily to 
reveal the individual’s likeness, but to symbolize his position by the inclusion of clerical tabs.” 
While this seems to be a valid statement when considering eighteenth-century gravestones as 
a whole, Manning family stones frequently feature portrait-like soul effigies that include what 
appear to be clerical tabs. Yet, these tabs occur on many Manning stones that are not for 
ministers, so their identification as clerical tabs is questionable.
26 Ludwig, Allan I., Graven Images: New England Stonecarving and its Symbols, 1650-1815, 
Hanover and London: University Press of New England, pp. 67-77 and pp. 202-225. 
Ludwig’s study of the iconography of early New England gravestone carving is the definitive 
tome on this subject and much of my iconographic analysis of Dewey’s stone relies on 
Ludwig’s work.
27 Stanford, Donald E. (ed.), The Poems of Edward Taylor, Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1989, p. 47. cited in Ludwig, p. 116. 
28 Ludwig, p. 69.
29 Ludwig, pp. 124-133 and p. 216. Ludwig interprets the motif floating above the winged-
soul effigies on Manning-made stones as a Crown of Righteousness or Crown of Glory. The 
butterfly interpretation is my own, based on the fact that the motif as positioned well above 
the head and in association with the related motif of birds. In either case, the symbolism of 
both motifs, resurrection and heavenly glory, is closely related.
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Anthony Haswell was not a quiet man. Born in England in 1756, he emigrated 
to America in 1770.  Living first in Massachusetts and then Connecticut, he 

moved to Bennington in 1783, where he had been hired by the legislature as printer 
and first postmaster of the new Vermont republic. He made his mark as an outspo-
ken journalist of staunch anti-Federalist stripe and founded the first paper mill in 
Vermont.  His attacks appeared frequently in the Vermont Gazette in Bennington, 
which he edited, printed, and to which he contributed substantial copy. 

Haswell’s philippics against the reigning Federalists and their leader, Presi-
dent John Adams, earned him the distinction of being one of two Vermonters 
prosecuted and convicted under the infamous 1798 Sedition Act.1 This colorful 
son of Bennington has one biography, Anthony Haswell, Printer-Patriot-Ballader; a 
Biographical Study, by John Spargo.2 Haswell was, like most Vermonters west of the 
Green Mountains, opposed to Federalism and all its works, which he aligned with a 
pro-British policy and a betrayal of the Revolution.

The Vermont Gazette, which issued from his pen and press every week, afforded  
Haswell an ideal platform from which to expose his opinions, deemed radical and 
dangerous by the ruling Federalists, not to mention the Federalist sympathizers 
dwelling east of the Greens in Vermont.  Haswell didn’t recoil from controversy; he 
courted it. Freethinker Ethan Allen sought in vain for a publisher to print his book 
Reason: the Only Oracle of Man – in vain, that is until he applied to Haswell, who 
readily printed and published the work. A fire that damaged the building where 
the books were stored was widely seen as a visitation from an outraged Providence.3 
Haswell himself seems to have 
been, at least outwardly, of conven-
tional religious views leavened with 
Freemasonry. His family’s box pew 
can be seen today in the Old First 
Church of Old Bennington. 

Haswell was a prolific versifier, 
whose penchant for that literary 
form sprang from his boyhood, 
according to Spargo (137).  He 
composed ample prose, not only in 
the pages of his newspapers but also 
in separate publications.  Spargo 
appends a bibliography, a mixed 
bag to be sure, to his book. While 
the greater part of the entries are 
compositions by others, printed by 
Haswell, his own literary creations 

Anthony Haswell: Editor and Balladeer
Robert D. Rachlin

Figure 1. First two lines of Haswell’s Liberty 
Universal set to Liberty Tree.  Courtesy of the 
author.
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are there as well. Among his pamphlets 
and orations: a manual for the young, 
Haswell’s Easy and instructive Lessons, for the 
Use of American Scholars, Just Entering the 
Paths of Science, Compiled from the Writings 
of various Authors, and interspersed with 
Original Essays, on a great variety of Subjects 
(278) and An oration, delivered by request 
of Temple Lodge, in Bennington, Vermont, 
December 27th, 1799 . . . in honor of the 
memory of General George Washington (267-
268).

Other works printed by Haswell 
include the Acts and Laws of the State of 
Vermont, enacted by the General Assembly in 
1786 (249), among many other state docu-
ments. He published works of advanced 
thinking such as An Essay on Crime & 
Punishments, by the Marquis of Beccari (sic) 
[i.e., Cesare Beccaria, Marquis of Bec-
caria-Bonesana], “with a commentary by 
M. de Voltaire.” In 1808 he printed Oliver 
Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village, followed 
by Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man. Noah 
Webster’s The American Spelling Book was 
printed by Haswell as “the fourth Vermont 
edition.”

Haswell published several newspapers 
and periodicals in addition to the Vermont 
Gazette: Haswell’s Massachusetts Spy of Amer-
ican Oracle of Liberty; The Massachusetts 
Gazette or the Springfield and Northampton 
Weekly Advertiser; and The Mental Repast 
or Rays of Light from the Sun of Science, 
Reflected from the Northern Section of the 
American Union; among others. His Herald 
of Vermont, or Rutland Courier lasted but 
twelve weekly issues in 1792 before its print shop burned but was soon followed by 
the pro-Federalist Rutland Herald, which survives to this day. 

The multi-talented Haswell set verses to music. About fifty ballads are collected 
in one section of the Spargo biography (185-239).  Fragile broadsheets of Haswell 
ballads are carefully preserved in the Bennington Museum.  Haswell adapted certain 
ballads to popular tunes, such as “Liberty Tree,” “Scotch Luck,” “Black Sloven,” 
and “Hail, Columbia” (which served as the unofficial national anthem of the new 
republic). Verses were set to “Marseillaise,” no doubt reflecting Haswell’s admiration 

Figure 2. Tune and lyrics of  Derry Derry 
Down.  Courtesy of the author.
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of the French Revolution, anathema to the Federalists. 

Columbia’s sons awake to glory,
O say not Warren4 dy’d in vain:
That sages, learned, wise, and hoary,
For worse than nothing toil’d in pain (209).

Haswell even co-opted the triumphalist anthem of the despised British:  “Rule 
Britannia” was adapted as a Masonic installation song, with these words repeated at 
the identical refrain of all five stanzas:

Hail, mysterious, hail glorious masonry,
That makes us ever great and free (187).

It’s easy to imagine the words “ever, ever ever” over the jovial ascending thirds 
of Thomas Arne’s stirring paean, in place of the original “never, never, never.” Sub-
stitution of “ever great and free” for “never will be slaves” was probably not coinci-
dental.

Not only the words but the tunes he selected for the verses often reflected his 
political temper. Thomas Paine’s Liberty Tree was prescribed as the melody for some 
of Haswell’s patriotic verses. Whether Paine wrote the music as well as the words is 
unclear. But Paine’s opening stanza:

In a chariot of light from the regions of day,
The Goddess of Liberty came;
Ten thousand celestials directed the way,
And hither conducted the dame.

is both metrically and sentimentally adaptable by Haswell to Paine’s verses sung to 
that tune.  Haswell’s words:

The clarion of Liberty sounds thro’ the world
And the Universe charms with the sound:
Her standard Philosophy’s hand has unfurl’d
And the nations are thronging around (194) (fig. 1).

Haswell may have shared Paine’s skepticism of revealed religion. In Haswell’s 
poem A Slight View of the World, to be sung to the tune Black Sloven, the predomi-
nant creed is deprecated:

  
While Africa mourns her sons in distress,
And Christianiz’d Europe denies them redress . . . (195).

He may have had tongue in cheek when he set one poem to Derry Derry Down, 
which is also the tune of The World Turned Upside Down, the music played by the 
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British at the Yorktown surrender ceremony (fig 2).   His choice of tunes could be 
prophetic.  He specified To Anacreon in Heaven, later adapted to The Star Spangled 
Banner, for A View of Old and New Times, Song for August 16, 1806:

‘Tis the voice of fair Freedom, ye fathers attend,
She speaks of things past, and of scenes now beholden;
Your struggles, your dangers, their rise and their end,
Of oppression and fraud that your hearts did embolden . . . (212).

August 16 is, of course, the anniversary of the Battle of Bennington, fought at 
Walloomsac, New York, on that date in 1777.  Spargo reproduces twelve separate 
poems written by Haswell to commemorate that auspicious date (209-220). Gen-
eral John Stark, who led the victorious Yankees, is honored in Stark and His New 
Hampshire Boys, sung to Yankee Doodle:

Brave Stark with his New Hampshire boys,
Attends the young men’s story,
And strait his active mind employs,
To plan a scene of glory . . .(216).

Verses of a similar strain, 
nineteen in all, were composed in 
observance of the Fourth of July 
(189-207).

The death of his wife Lydia in 
1799 prompted elegiac verses. In 
one, the text is not only rhapsodic 
but crowding the threshold of 
excess. Its title, A Solitary Effusion, 
with the subtitle “By a husband, on 
the death of an amiable wife, who 
left him with the charge of eight 
children,”  suggests that Haswell’s 
grief may have been combined 
with a soupçon of annoyance. The 
ambivalence is not reduced by the 
direction that it be sung to the tune 
The Galley Slave (figure 3). Lydia’s 
death also moved Haswell to try his 
hand at Sapphic meter. A Saphic 
(sic) Ode Inscribed to the Memory of Mrs. Lydia Haswell by Her Bereaved Consort 
reveals some familiarity with the organization of a Sapphic stanza (three eleven-
syllable lines followed by a five-syllable line), although the meter does not conform 
to the classic model:5

Figure 3. Haswell’s A Solitary Effusion (first 
stanza) set to the Tune The Galley Slave. Courtesy 
of the author.
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. . .Thine are the fountains whence distil our mercies, 
Thine are the sources of distressing torture,
Sunshine and darkness, rapture and affliction,
 Spring from Jehovah.

It’s unclear where Haswell would have encountered the Sapphic meter in Eng-
lish, although one possible source was the nonconformist theologian, logician, and 
hymnodist Isaac Watts (1674-1748).  Haswell printed two of Watts’s works: Divine 
Songs (254) and The Improvement of the Mind (279).6  Watts’s The Day of Judgment, 
subtitled An Ode Attempted in English Sapphic, closely follows the classic stanza.7  
The mood and diction of Haswell’s Ode are similar to Watts’s. 

Haswell composed elegies to other worthies upon their passing, although Spar-
go’s opinion of them is bleak: “With scarcely an exception, these verses are wretch-
edly poor stuff.  They are without any feeling of spontaneous grief, being stilted and 
affected, and inexpressibly dull as well” (162).  The opening line of the “Saphic” ode 
to Lydia might, indeed, be seen as reflecting a somewhat fulsome self-abasement:

Infinite father aid a wounded reptile.

The occasions of Haswell’s poems included events of partisan resonance, 
prompting him to give voice to his relentless anti-Federalism and scorn for Presi-
dent John Adams and for the Federalists who then dominated Vermont politics.  
One such episode was the prosecution of Congressman Matthew Lyon. When Lyon 
was jailed in October 1798 for some published anti-Adams statements –  the first 
prosecution in the nation under the Sedition Act –  Haswell sprang to his defense, 
even helping organize a lottery to buy Lyon’s way out of prison when his term was 
finished but his fine unpaid. It didn’t take much encouragement to turn the eyes of 
Federalist prosecutors toward Haswell himself. In the Vermont Gazette of Janu-
ary 31, 1799, Haswell loosed a broadside against the Federalists, entitled “To the 
Enemies of Political Persecution in the Western District of Vermont.”   Haswell may 
have invited his own prosecution, reporting Lyon’s indictment in the October 12, 
1798, issue of the Vermont Gazette and adding: “we hear that bills (of indictment) 
were likewise found . . . against the printer of this paper.”  

Haswell’s own prosecution followed a year later, on October 9, 1799. The 
indictment was founded on an article in the January 17, 1799 issue of the Vermont 
Gazette, in which Haswell lamented the continued incarceration of Lyon (who had 
recently been re-elected to Congress – the only congressman to campaign success-
fully for election from a jail cell), “holden by the oppressive hand of usurped power 
. . . deprived almost of the light of heaven (misquoted in the indictment as “right of 
reason”),8 and suffering all the indignities which can be heaped upon him by a hard-
hearted savage . . ..”   On February 14, 1799, the Vermont Gazette appeared with a 
lengthy panegyric in honor of Lyon’s release from jail a few days earlier. It was en-
titled Patriotic Exultation on Lyon’s Release from the Federal Bastile, (sic) in Vergennes, 
sung at Bennington, the third day of release, February 14, 1799. The specified tune: 
The Joys of Scolding:
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Come let us raise the flowing strain,
To bid our hero welcome,
Our charter’d rights we will maintain,
Tho’ Fitch9 or fiends [from] hell come.

. . .
Come take the glass and drink his health, 
Who is a friend of Lyon, 
First martyr under federal law 
The junto dared to try on. 

The third line of the latter stanza alludes to the the Vermont congressman’s 
distinction as  the first person in the nation prosecuted under the Sedition Act. 
Haswell was convicted, served two months in jail, and paid a fine of $200 (about 
$1,250 in current dollars). His enthusiastic advocacy of Matthew Lyon’s cause 
was untempered by what Spargo describes as a “difficult[y] to get along with the 
brusque Irishman” (56).  

With the defeat of the Federalists and the election of Thomas Jefferson in 
1800, there was no longer any need for Haswell to inveigh, in verse or otherwise, 
against John Adams and his party. Haswell’s Republicans had triumphed.  Ballads 
from Haswell’s pen after his incarceration tended to be of a broadly patriotic cast, 
without the aspersions against government tyranny and oppression.   But Haswell’s 
old bête noire, Great Britain, became a target once again with the War of 1812.  
Britannia may have ruled the waves, but

The sea’s proud boasting tyrants are check’d in their career,
They fail when they meet equal, our smallest privateer,
In Heav’n we trust, and dauntless march, our offspring shall be free, 
The God of mercy guides the just, the sons of Liberty (223)

and, following the victory over Britain at Fort Erie (to be sung to Liberty Tree):

Attention my friends to sweet Liberty’s call,
Hark! the thunder of cannon resounds!
From the West, near the site of Niagara’s fall, 
Over plains and o’er mountain it bounds;
Let the Green Mountain heroes with zeal swell the strain,
And resolving to die or be free,
On the tip of the Mount, in the depth of the plain,
Rear the sweet-scented Liberty Tree (226).

Like many of Haswell’s ballads, this one was printed in his newspaper.10 
Spargo’s low opinion of Haswell’s  verse is explicit: “It would be idle and absurd 

in the extreme to claim any high place for Haswell’s verses as poetry. . . . In all the 
tens of thousands of lines that he wrote there is hardly so much as a couplet which 
merits serious attention as poetry” (137).
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No reader of these verses, the least sensitive to English poetry, will be inclined 
to disagree with Spargo. Haswell’s thesaurus of poetic imagery rarely extended 
beyond the commonplace and threadbare. His verses were “occasional.” They were 
prompted by some notable event: a great victory on the battlefield;  the death 
of a loved one; the Fourth of July; the anniversary of the Battle of Bennington; 
the solemnities of Freemasonry. Spontaneous eruptions of introspective lyricism 
– Wordsworthian “emotion recollected in tranquility” –  were not in Haswell’s rep-
ertoire. Still, his ballads must have excited admiration among his fellow Bennington 
citizens, with their tradition of rebellion and stout individualism. Sung publicly to 
tunes everyone knew, they surely flamed the ebullient patriotism of his neighbors 
and crowned local celebrations with affable hilarity.  

Even Spargo softens his assessment of the ballads:
 
“It is easy enough to deride and belittle such writing as this, especially by 
subjecting it to unfair comparisons. . . . “Yankee Doodle” is a poor enough 
thing in comparison with lyrical masterpieces like Bryant’s “America” or 
Kipling’s “Recessional,” for example, but that does not do away with the 
fact that it won an immortality of its  own. . . . So Haswell’s ballads and 
songs, crude as they were, and glaring as their defects were, nurtured the 
patriotism of the sturdy men and women of early Vermont” (148).

After the death of his second wife Betsey in April 1815, “Haswell was,” writes 
Spargo, “a mere shadow of his old self. Crushed and broken, he moved up and 
down the village street, a truly pathetic figure (114).”  Haswell died on May 2, 
1816, a year after Betsey.  He was buried in the cemetery of the Old First Church 
of Bennington. The independent, patriotic spirit of southwestern Vermont that he 
both reflected and enhanced in his ballads are his memorial.

Attention, friends, and you shall hear
An animating story,
The man whose breast it does not cheer,
May well be deem’d a tory;
For Independence guides the strain,
Let one and all be handy,
Exulting shout, and shout again,
Sing Yankee Doodle Dandy (144). 

Acknowledgments:  In addition to Judge Mello (see note 2), I express thanks 
to Paul Carnahan, librarian of the Vermont Historical Society and Tyler Resch, 
librarian of the Bennington Museum, both of whom kindly made archival material 
available to me.
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Notes

1 The other was Congressman Matthew Lyon. See Robert D. Rachlin, “The Sedition Act of 
1798 and the East-West Political Divide in Vermont,” Vermont History, 78:2 (Summer/Fall 
2010), 123-150, particularly 135-140.  See, also, Tyler Resch (librarian of the Bennington 
Museum), “Anthony Haswell and Freedom of the Press,” a talk [unpublished] given October 
8, 2003, sponsored by the Vermont Humanities Council, an excellent summary of Haswell’s 
career with particular reference to his Sedition Act prosecution.
2 Rutland, Vt.: Tuttle Co., 1925 (hereinafter Spargo). The reliability of Spargo’s biography 
is attenuated by the almost complete absence of references for events he describes.  In this 
essay, page references in parentheses are to this book, of which only three hundred copies 
were printed. For the loan of copy number 64,  I am indebted to my friend, Honorable 
Robert A. Mello,  Vermont Superior Judge, historian, and biographer of another Bennington 
luminary, Moses Robinson, Vermont’s first chief justice. A section of Judge Mello’s biography 
of Robinson, a work in progress, appears in this issue.
3 Charles A. Jellison, Ethan Allen: Frontier Rebel, [1st ed.] (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse 
University Press, 1969), 310.
4 Almost certainly a reference to Dr. Joseph Warren, a surgeon who fought bravely at 
the Battle of Bunker Hill, where he was killed by a musket ball in the head and his body 
mutilated  by the British. See Richard Frothingham, Life and Times of Joseph Warren (Boston: 
Little, Brown, & Company, 1865), 517-520.
5 The first three lines of a Sapphic stanza follow the pattern: - u - x - u u - u - - (- represents a 
long syllable; u represents a short syllable; x represents a free syllable). The medial dactyl (- u 
u) is inconsistent in Haswell’s poem. 
6 Haswell advertised for subscriptions to print The Improvement of the Mind in the August 11, 
1806 edition of the Vermont Gazette. The price was to be one dollar each. 
7  “Such shall the noise be and the wild disorder, 
 (If things eternal may be like these earthly) 
 Such the dire terror, when the great Archangel 
 Shakes the creation.”
8 The language of the indictment is reproduced from Francis Wharton, State Trials of the 
United States During the Administrations of Washington and Adams (Philadelphia: Carey and 
Hart, 1849), 684-685. It is possible, of course, that Wharton has misquoted the indictment. 
I have not examined the original indictment.
9 Jabez Fitch, the Federalist sheriff who subjected Lyon to gratuitous hardship while in his 
custody. 
10 The Green Mountain Farmer, August 23, 1814. The name was used from April 10, 1809, 
until 1816, when the paper was again called the Vermont Gazette. See “Early Vermont 
Newspapers,” in Proceedings of the Vermont Historical Society (Montpelier: Watchman & 
Journal Press, 1883), xvi. (no author given).
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In early June 1791, Bennington received an unexpected visit from two Virginians, 
Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson and Congressman James Madison, who were 

traveling together on a month-long, 900-mile tour of four Northern states. The 
tour had begun on May 19 in New York City, had taken the two men north up the 
Hudson River to Albany and then overland on horseback as far as Crown Point. 
They had visited the historic sites of the American Revolution including Crown 
Point, Fort Ticonderoga, Fort William Henry, and the battlefield outside of Sara-
toga where British General John Burgoyne had been forced to surrender his army in 
October 1777. 

The Virginians had also relaxed, picked wild berries, observed wildlife, fished 
on Lake George, sailed 25 miles into Lake Champlain, and enjoyed the scenic 
beauty of the North Country. But tourism and recreation were not the only pur-
poses of the tour. Jefferson and Madison also had a political agenda. They wanted to 
see where Northerners stood on issues that had split the administration of George 
Washington into two camps that held very different visions of how the United 
States should be governed.173 

When Thomas Jefferson was appointed minister to France in 1785, America’s 
leaders were still animated by the values of equality and democracy that had in-

Two Visitors from Virginia

Robert A. Mello

Meeting at Fay’s Tavern, painted in 1938 by Leroy Williams.  Depicted left to right are: Elijah 
Dewey, Isaac Tichenor, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and Moses Robinson. Collection of the 
Bennington Museum.
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spired the Revolution. But when he returned to the United States in 1789 Jefferson 
was shocked to find that there had been a profound change. Led by Secretary of the 
Treasury Alexander Hamilton and Vice President John Adams, several prominent 
Federalists were espousing a vision of America premised on principles that Jefferson 
considered heretical. Hamilton and Adams sought to maximize the powers of the 
national government, whereas Jefferson opposed expanding those powers at the 
expense of the states. 

Hamilton and Adams promoted creation of an industrialized economy, a policy 
strongly favored by Northern manufacturing and commercial interests, but Jef-
ferson saw farmers as the repository of true republican virtues and as the backbone 
of national strength, a viewpoint that resonated in the agrarian South. Hamilton 
and Adams distrusted the people and worried that unrestrained democracy posed a 
threat to domestic order and economic stability; in their opinion the masses should 
defer to the nation’s elite, men who by virtue of their education and discernment 
would know what was best for the country. Jefferson distrusted the elite, despised 
all forms of pretense and privilege, and worried that an American aristocracy would 
merely substitute a new kind of tyranny in place of the old. He put his faith in the 
people, in equality, and in individual freedom, and he believed that reason was the 
only thing people needed to guide their affairs.174 

These clashing visions and philosophies had come to a head in December of 
1790 when Hamilton asked Congress to pass an act creating a national bank mod-
eled on the Bank of England. Jefferson had questioned the legality of the measure, 
pointing out that the Constitution gave the federal government several enumerated 
powers but that creating banks was not one of them. Hamilton replied that the 
authority for the bill could be found in the Constitution’s so-called “necessary and 
proper” clause, which gave Congress the power “to make all laws which shall be 
necessary and proper for carrying into Execution” the government’s other powers. 
According to Hamilton, because a national bank would be useful, it was “neces-
sary” and, therefore, constitutional, an argument that Jefferson found illogical. In 
Jefferson’s opinion, a measure was not “necessary” unless it was essential, and a bank 
was not essential since the government could collect taxes, borrow money, and pay 
its bills without one. 

James Madison, a principal architect of the Constitution, had worked closely 
with Hamilton in getting the Constitution ratified by the states, but he broke with 
Hamilton and sided with Jefferson on this and other issues because he believed that 
Hamilton’s aggressive nationalism was undermining the intent and purpose of the 
Constitution. President Washington, however, agreed with Hamilton and signed 
the bill into law in February of 1791.175 

The intense disagreements within the Washington administration encom-
passed not only domestic issues but also foreign policy, particularly relations with 
Britain and France. Since July 14, 1789, when a mob in Paris had revolted against 
their king and stormed the Bastille, leaders on both sides of the Atlantic had been 
following the progress of the French Revolution with keen interest. Leaders such as 
Hamilton and Adams in the United States and Edmund Burke in Britain watched 
with horror as French mobs, rioting in the name of liberty and equality, arrested 
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the king, abolished the aristocracy and their estates, confiscated church property, 
formed a Constituent Assembly, and promulgated their “Declaration of the Rights 
of Man and Citizens.” 

Fearing that the spirit of revolt might spread to England, Burke, a member of 
Parliament, published his Reflections on the Revolution in France in November of 
1790, denouncing the French Revolution and praising Britain’s political system. 
Burke argued that concepts such as “reason” and “equality” were unreliable guides, 
that revolutions brought chaos instead of progress, and that the masses should 
respect their institutions, including the monarchy and aristocracy, because they 
had stood the test of time. At Hamilton’s urging, the Washington administration 
had adopted a policy of cool neutrality toward France and had taken steps toward 
improving trade and diplomatic relations with Britain.176 

Jefferson, however, saw the same events in a completely different light. Having 
spent years in France, he knew first-hand how brutal life had become for people 
there. The same Enlightenment principles of equality and sovereignty that had in-
spired the American Revolution were also inspiring the French Revolution, and the 
Marquis de Lafayette, who had been so helpful to the Americans in their revolution 
against Britain, was now a leader of the revolt in France. Jefferson therefore sup-
ported the French Revolution, and he advocated greater trade with France as well as 
a reduction in America’s dependence on British imports.  

When Thomas Paine’s book Rights of Man appeared in February 1791, praising 
the French Revolution and ridiculing Burke’s insistence on deference to ancient 
precedents and hereditary privileges, Jefferson publicly praised the work.177 

Therefore, as the Virginians visited upper New York State in late May and early 
June of 1791, they spoke with farmers, tavern keepers, ferrymen, and blacksmiths 
to learn how northerners living in Hamilton’s back yard felt about these issues.178 
They then proceeded to Bennington, arriving there on Saturday evening, June 4, 
intent on doing the same thing in Vermont. It made perfect sense that Jefferson 
and Madison should want to speak with Vermonters, whose state had just joined 
the Union three months earlier, and their views were almost entirely unknown to 
the travelers. Moreover, with a population already larger than that of Rhode Island, 
Delaware, Kentucky, or Georgia, and with the fastest growing population in the 
nation, the new state of Vermont could be expected to play an important role in the 
new national government.179 

It also made sense that the Virginians should begin their visit to Vermont at 
Bennington, whose population of 2,350 made it the second-most-populous town in 
Vermont, and it was the wealthiest and most politically influential town west of the 
Green Mountains.180 Bennington had recently hosted the convention that ratified 
the Constitution, and one of its residents, Moses Robinson, had been vice-president 
of the convention. Moreover, Robinson had just been governor of Vermont and was 
about to become one of its first two U. S. senators. 

Jefferson and Madison spent the night at Elijah Dewey’s inn [today’s Walloom-
sac Inn] near Bennington’s meetinghouse, and they ate breakfast at the inn the fol-
lowing morning.181 They were probably a bit apprehensive about the reception they 
could expect to receive in Bennington that day. Madison had never been enthusias-
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tic about Vermont’s bid for statehood, whereas Alexander Hamilton, who had been 
very instrumental in making statehood possible, consequently enjoyed considerable 
support in Vermont, especially among the state’s most ardent Federalists, Nathan-
iel Chipman and Isaac Tichenor. Any fears of a cold reception soon disappeared, 
however, when Jefferson and Madison received an invitation from Moses Robinson 
to be his guests for the day. They elected to accept the invitation.182 

The day began a bit uncomfortably for the Virginians. Although they were 
both Deists, they nevertheless agreed to accompany Moses Robinson to Benning-
ton’s First Church for Sunday service. Moses Robinson was proud of his church 
and especially proud of its choir. After the service was over, he reportedly asked his 
visitors how Bennington’s singers compared with choirs in other churches, hoping 
for a favorable response. What Jefferson and Madison said in reply is not known 
for certain, but a subsequent newspaper account reported that “both of them were 
obliged to confess, that they were no judges of the matter, neither of them having 
attended church before in several years!”183 Although colorful, this account is of 
doubtful accuracy, first because it was written by a Federalist, and secondly because 
it contains a flat falsehood. Jefferson and Madison had attended a memorial service 
at Christ Church in Philadelphia just that March in memory of Benjamin Franklin, 
who had died the year before.184 

The Virginians were given a tour of the battlefield where Gen. John Stark had 
defeated the British in the August 1777 Battle for Bennington.185 Then, the weather 
being extremely hot, Moses Robinson invited Jefferson, Madison and a few others 
to join him at his farm and home where refreshments were undoubtedly available.186 
At Robinson’s farm Jefferson observed a large poplar tree with a balsam-like smell 
and cottony seeds, which he admired but did not recognize; he later identified it as 
“the balsam poplar, Populous balsamifers of Linnaeus.”187 Jefferson and Robinson 
probably discussed agricultural matters, since they were both farmers. For some 
time Jefferson had been investigating Britain’s refusal to import American wheat, 

Dewey’s Inn as it appeared in 1798.  Detail from portrait of Elijah Dewey by Ralph Earl.  
Collection of the Bennington Museum.
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claiming that it was infested with a pest known as the “Hessian fly.” Jefferson ques-
tioned Britain’s claim and undoubtedly asked Robinson what steps Vermont farmers 
had found useful to eliminate the fly from their wheat.188 Jefferson also suggested 
that maple sugar, if produced in sufficient quantities, could supplant the costly 
sugar cane being imported from the British West Indies. Therefore Jefferson ordered 
enough maple seed to start a maple orchard at his own farm at Monticello, and he 
recommended that Vermonters increase their sugar orchards to take advantage of 
this potential market.189 

Once they arrived at Moses Robinson’s home and the talk turned to politics, 
Jefferson and Madison would have quickly discovered that they were in the com-
pany of a man who shared their republican vision. Like Jefferson, Moses Robin-
son was part of the ruling elite but, also like Jefferson, he was no elitist. He, too, 
believed in the people Moses Robinson had invited, such as Joseph Fay, Anthony 
Haswell, and possibly others to join him and his guests that evening. Robinson, 
Fay, and Haswell collectively had a wealth of knowledge about Vermont politics and 
politicians. Haswell was the publisher of the weekly Vermont Gazette, Fay had been 
secretary to the Governor’s Council for many years, and Robinson had devoted his 
adult life to Vermont statecraft. Together they provided Jefferson and Madison with 
a detailed description of “the sentiments of the people” in Vermont as well as “a 
fund of political knowledge” about the state.190  

The political views that Jefferson and Madison heard expressed at Moses 
Robinson’s table that evening gave them more reason for optimism than anything 
else the two travelers heard on their entire tour.191 During this discussion Jefferson 
also would have learned, probably to his consternation, that the men whom he had 
recommended for appointment to federal office in Vermont were all ardent Federal-
ists. 

The talk that evening eventually turned to relations with Canada. The Brit-
ish still maintained forts on Lake Champlain, one at Dutchman’s Point in Grand 
Isle, Vermont, and another at Point au Fer, New York, and border incidents were a 
frequent occurrence there, the last of which had recently prompted the British to 
reinforce their forts with soldiers from St. John’s, Canada. Jefferson asked for the 
details concerning this latest incident so that he could report the matter to President 
Washington, and then he asked where Canadians stood in terms of throwing off 
their allegiance to Britain.192 The Vermonters replied that Canadians were divided 
into two parties, the English Canadians who favored retaining the British constitu-
tion, and the French Canadians who, inspired by the revolutions in America and 
France, preferred independence from British law. This, in turn, led to a discussion 
of Thomas Paine’s recently published Rights of Man, which Jefferson encouraged the 
Vermonters to purchase and read.193 

Following their extraordinary evening at Moses Robinson’s home, Jefferson and 
Madison returned to Dewey’s inn and, rising before dawn the next morning, they 
resumed their tour, proceeding over the Green Mountains eastward to the Con-
necticut River Valley, and then heading south through western Massachusetts and 
Connecticut back to New York City, where they had begun.194 Their visit helped to 
energize opposition to the Federalists in the North, and shortly after their departure 
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political societies advocating Jefferson’s vision began forming in Vermont.195 In Ben-
nington, Moses Robinson looked forward to making his own contributions to the 
governance of the country as a United States senator. 

“Oust Old Moses” 

In the summer of 1791 Vermonters went to the polls to elect their first Con-
gressmen. The Constitution stipulated that the number of representatives a state 
could elect to the U. S. House of Representatives “shall not exceed one for every 
Thirty Thousand.”196 The first U. S. census, which was taken that year, counted 
85,425 residents in Vermont, just short of the 90,000 required for three representa-
tives. So Vermont was divided into two Congressional districts, one on each side of 
the Green Mountains. Nathaniel Niles of West Fairlee won election to represent the 
eastern half of Vermont in Congress, but on the western side of the mountains none 
of the four candidates who ran for Congress won a majority.197 Matthew Lyon, a 
populist candidate from Fair Haven, came in first with 597 votes, Israel Smith of 
Rutland, a lawyer who had supported ratification of the Constitution, came in a 
very close second with 573 votes, Isaac Tichenor of Bennington was third with 472 
votes, and Samuel Hitchcock of Burlington was last with 355.198 This meant that 
there would have to be a runoff. 

It appears that the two frontrunners then resorted to the age-old practice of 
cutting political deals in an effort to improve their chances of winning the second 
election. Rumors had begun to circulate that the legislature’s January 19 election 
of Moses Robinson and Steven R. Bradley to the Senate had been illegal because 
Vermont was not yet a member of the United States at the time of their election 
(Vermont was not officially admitted into the Union until March 4). Matthew Lyon 
approached Samuel Hitchcock’s influential brotherin-law, Ira Allen, and asked him 
to persuade Hitchcock to withdraw from the race and to throw his support behind 
Lyon. If Allen would do this, then Lyon would promise to help Allen get his seat 
back onto the Governor’s Council, he would see to it that Hitchcock got another 
office, and he would “pull every string” in the General Assembly to have Allen’s 
father-in-law, retired Gen. Roger Enos, elected to the U. S. Senate.199 

Meanwhile a similar kind of political deal seems to have been brewing in Israel 
Smith’s camp. Smith had the support of Nathaniel Chipman, Vermont’s leading 
Federalist and its federal judge. In addition, Smith’s brother, Noah Smith of Ben-
nington, had an axe to grind with Moses Robinson, who had edged him out in the 
January race for the Senate. Although he would later deny it, there is evidence that 
Isaac Tichenor was told that, if he would do Smith a favor by agreeing not to cam-
paign for Congress in the runoff election, then Chipman, Smith, and their Federal-
ist allies would “oust old Moses” and elect Tichenor to the Senate in his place.200 

Matthew Lyon and Israel Smith squared off in the runoff election. Samuel 
Hitchcock withdrew his name from the ballot, and Isaac Tichenor announced pub-
licly that he would not be a candidate in the second race.201 In his campaign Lyon 
declared himself in favor of “the rights of man” and of equal economic opportunity 
and access to public office for all Vermonters. He accused Smith and his Federalist 
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supporters of protecting the privileges of wealthy property holders and of endeavor-
ing to create an aristocracy at the expense of the people.202 Lyon’s populist message 
and personal attacks failed to carry the day. In late September Smith easily won the 
runoff election by a margin of 2,588 votes to Lyon’s 1,112.203 Vermont’s two Con-
gressmen were now duly elected, but questions about the validity of the January 
election of senators remained. 

Moses Robinson could have ignored the rumors about the legality of his elec-
tion to the Senate in the hope that the legislature would ignore them, too, but he 
did not do that. He decided instead to address the question head-on. On October 
10, 1791, he sat down at his desk in Bennington and penned letters to Gov. Thom-
as Chittenden and Speaker of the House Gideon Olin, of Shaftsbury. His letters 
began, “I have the honor of an appointment to the office of Senator by the Legis-
lature,” but “it is Suggested by some persons that the Election was premature.”204 If 
the legality of the election “should be a question” in the minds of the members of 
the Council or the Assembly, Robinson continued, then “I wish it may be Deter-
mined as Soon as is Convenient … as the next Session of Congress will Commence 
the last of the present Month.”205 In his letters, Moses Robinson did not argue the 
issue, or plead that his election was valid, or insist that he be recognized as a senator. 
Rather, his letters showed that he would accept whatever “may be Determined” by 
the Council and Assembly. 

The Council and Assembly met three days later in Windsor for their regular fall 
session. This was Vermont’s first legislative session as a member of the United States, 
and each councilor and legislator took for the first time an oath to support the Con-
stitution of the United States.206 Shortly after the General Assembly was organized, 
Gideon Olin read to the House the letter he had just received from Moses Robin-
son. The House immediately “went into a consideration of the letter.”207 

1869 photograph of the Catamount Tavern (Fay’s Tavern) taken 2 years before the structure was 
destroyed by fire.  Collection of the Bennington Museum.
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Matthew Lyon, true to the promise he had made to Ira Allen, promptly made a 
motion asking the General Assembly to resolve that the January election of senators 
“was premature.”208 At this point the Governor and Council were asked to join the 
Assembly, and the two houses then spent all day Saturday, October 15, debating the 
motion. At the end of the day the grand committee agreed that the January election 
had been premature, and they ordered a new election to be held the following Mon-
day.209 

On Monday morning October 17, Stephen R. Bradley “appeared on the floor 
of the House” and delivered “a handsome and well adapted speech” resigning “the 
credentials of his election” as a senator, a largely symbolic move since the legislature 
had already declared his election to have been illegal.210 Candidates and their sup-
porters undoubtedly spent the morning lobbying the legislators and councilors in 
anticipation of that afternoon’s election. In addition to Matthew Lyon and Steven 
R. Bradley, other interested parties in attendance that day included Isaac Tichenor, 
Israel Smith, Jonathan Arnold, Samuel Hitchcock, Ira Allen, and Roger Enos.211 
Although several of Moses Robinson’s supporters were also there, including his 
brother Jonathan, Moses himself was not present.212 

That afternoon each house met separately to nominate two candidates, just as 
they had done in January. The Council met at 2 o’clock, and when the votes were 
counted the majority went to Moses Robinson as Vermont’s first U. S. senator and 
to Stephen R. Bradley as the second.213 The Governor and Council then proceeded 
to the House “for the purpose of Comparing the nominations of the Two Houses 
for Senators,” and upon their arrival they learned that the General Assembly had 
also nominated Robinson and Bradley. Therefore, Moses Robinson and Stephen 
R. Bradley “were declared … duly elected according to Law.”214 Although Isaac 
Tichenor had failed to “oust old Moses,” he was elected to the Supreme Court, and 
Samuel Hitchcock was elected Vermont’s first attorney general.215 

Following the election of senators, the legislature went on to address several 
other matters necessitated by Vermont’s admission to the Union. On November 
3, 1791, the legislature established a procedure for appointing the Vermont elec-
tors who would help choose the next president and vice president of the United 
States.216 The legislature also appointed three commissioners to calculate the expens-
es that Vermont had incurred during the Revolutionary War in order that Vermont’s 
Congressional delegation could ask Congress to reimburse those expenses.217 In 
addition, an act was passed imposing a tax of one half penny per acre of land in 
Vermont in order to raise the $30,000 that Vermont had promised to pay to New 
York for extinguishing its patents.218 

On the last day of the session, the legislature ratified the Bill of Rights that 
Congress had proposed to the states back in March of 1789.219 As of November 
1791 the Bill of Rights had not yet been ratified by the requisite three-fourths of 
the states. Vermont’s ratification on November 3 meant that only one more state 
was needed to add the Bill of Rights to the Constitution. That requirement was 
satisfied six weeks later when Virginia ratified on December 15, 1791.220 By then, 
Moses Robinson had already taken his seat in the U. S. Senate. 
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When Napoleon Bonaparte said, “An army marches on its stomach”1 – an 
aphorism that’s also been attributed to Frederick the Great – he was talking 

about the importance of maintaining supply lines. This proved to be a particular 
problem for British General John Burgoyne in the summer of 1777 as his army, 
moving south from Canada, struggled to stockpile adequate supplies and was always 
short of reliable means of land transportation.   

British and German accounts of his expedition frequently note Burgoyne’s 
attempts to acquire cattle and horses, both to help feed his army and to move its 
supplies and equipment. Indeed, this was one of the principle motivations that 
prompted him to dispatch Lieutenant Colonel Friedrich Baum’s column toward the 
Hampshire Grants, for what would become the Battle of Bennington.

On August 16, several miles west of Bennington across the New York border, 
American militia under John Stark, supported by Seth Warner’s Green Mountain 
Boys, destroyed Baum’s command and another force sent to reinforce him.  While 
the story of this American success has been told many times, one aspect of the 
engagement has been often overlooked.  On the same morning as the main battle, 
a group of Loyalists ambushed Captain Stephen Parker’s fifty New Hampshire sol-
diers near the Hoosic River as they returned from escorting cattle to Horatio Gates’s 
army.  In the ensuing action, Parker’s men suffered nine casualties, yet they success-
fully drove off their attackers.  While this little-known skirmish is not an integral 
part of the Bennington battle, it was just as important for the soldiers who fought 
in it as if they had been at the “Tory Redoubt” or on “Hessian Hill.”  

Most historians who have written about Bennington, such as Hoffman 
Nickerson, Richard M. Ketchum, and John F. Luzader, never mention the “cattle 
ambush.”2  Others briefly refer to the skirmish or describe it as a scouting mission 
gone wrong, while one historian writes that Parker’s engagement was a separate 
action from the ambush.3  A careful examination of primary documents, includ-
ing the pension deposition of participants, provides us with a fuller account of this 
overlooked encounter.

The story of the cattle ambush begins with both armies’ great need for provi-
sions and transportation and is part of a larger story.  Throughout the war, bands 
of regulars, militia, and, in some cases, marauders, roamed the colonies in search 
of cattle and other provisions for both sides or for themselves.  This resulted in 
countless raids and skirmishes.4  British armies faced especially serious logistical 
difficulties if they lost access to the sea and the Royal Navy.  This happened to Lord 
Charles Cornwallis during the 1780-1781 Carolinas Campaign, and it was certainly 
the case with Burgoyne in 1777.  As early as May 14, Burgoyne noted, “the want of 
the camp equipage, cloathing, and many other necessary articles, will cause incon-

A forgotten cattle skirmish preceded the 
Battle of Bennington

Michael P. Gabriel
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venience,” yet he determined to continue on.  
Burgoyne did not encounter serious difficulties, however, until he had captured 

Fort Ticonderoga and then pursued part of the American forces to Skenesborough 
on South Bay.  At this point, Burgoyne had two routes from Canada to supply his 
army.  One was to portage the supplies down to Lake George, cross it, and then 
take a two-day trip to Fort Edward.  This route required the bateaux to land at the 
Ticonderoga sawmill.  The supplies were then loaded on wagons, which were driven 
over the “Ticonderoga portage.”  After this the wagons were unloaded and the 
supplies were placed in bateaux, which also had to be portaged into Lake George 
at some point.  After the bateaux sailed to Fort George on the southern end of the 
lake, they were unloaded and the provisions were placed in wagons, and then sent 
to Fort Edward.  The other route was by water from Canada to Skenesborough on 
Lake Champlain, where the provisions were loaded on wagons, and then transport-
ed by a three-day trip to Fort Edward on the Hudson.5

Several obstacles made both routes problematic.  First, Burgoyne did not 
seriously address land transportation for his army until early June 1777, when he 
commissioned 400 horses to move his artillery and 500 carts, with two horses each, 
“for other purposes.”  Unfortunately, the 500 carts proved insufficient to carry all of 
the army’s baggage and provisions, which the British general knew, but he wrongly 
assumed that he would acquire additional ones as he advanced south.  Furthermore, 
not all the carts and wagons arrived as planned.  Captain John Money, the British 
deputy quartermaster, reported that the army never had more than 180 carts and 20 
to 30 ox carts at one time, while Burgoyne noted that he received only a third of the 
horses.  The weather further complicated Burgoyne’s logistical problems, with heavy 
rains washing out the roads and turning them to mud.  The Americans posed the 
last obstacle by driving away all cattle and wagons, and by destroying the bridges 
along the roads and blocking them with fallen trees.  As a result, the army had dif-
ficulty accumulating more than one day’s provision at a time.6  

Burgoyne attempted to counter these obstacles in several different ways.  He 
dispatched Major General Friedrich Riedesel and some of his Brunswick troops to 
Castleton, Vermont, to obtain horses and carts, but with only limited success.  A 
group of Loyalists seized sixty cattle near Tinmouth, but in most cases, as one of-
ficer reported, “no one would take the risk to surrender or sell the necessary vehicles 
or horses for the good of our army.”7  Burgoyne also commissioned Philip Skene, a 
former British officer and prominent local Loyalist, to procure goods and provisions 
from inhabitants.  When none of these efforts proved sufficient, however, Bur-
goyne opted to send Baum to Bennington, where the Americans had collected large 
quantities of provisions and livestock.  In fact, Burgoyne’s instructions to Baum 
opened with, “The object of your expedition is, to try the affection of the country; 
to disconcert the councils of the enemy, to mount the Riedesel’s dragoons, to com-
pleat Peters’s corps, and obtain large supplies of cattle, horses, and carriages” (emphasis 
added).  Baum followed these orders as instructed.  On August 13 he dispatched 
a small party to attack a group of Americans guarding cattle, but they escaped.  
Meanwhile, a German surgeon, Julius Wasmus, noted that Baum’s command found 
cattle at each house they passed, and “[t]hey allowed themselves to be tied and came 
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with us.”  By August 15, 
Baum had gathered at 
least 180 oxen and sent 
100 to Burgoyne’s camp 
the following morning, 
before the Americans 
attacked.8   

The Americans also 
needed provisions and 
cattle.  In June 1777, 
Isaac Tichenor, the future 
governor of Vermont, 
arrived in Bennington 
as a Continental Army 
commissary agent.  Over 
the summer, Tichenor 
became acquainted with 
various members of the 
Council of Safety and 
Colonel Seth Warner, 
the commander of the 
Green Mountain Boys 
Regiment.  By August 12 
or 13 Tichenor had col-
lected a herd of cattle and 
needed a guard to escort 
them to the main Ameri-
can army gathering on 
the Hudson River near 
Stillwater.  Meanwhile, 
General John Stark had 
arrived in the town with 
part of his New Hamp-
shire brigade.  Tichenor 
therefore appealed to 
Stark for men to escort 
the cattle, but the general 
refused.  Earlier in the 
year, Stark had resigned his 
commission in the Con-
tinental Army after being 
passed over for promotion to the rank of general.  Indeed, he had only agreed to 
command his current brigade if his commission stated that he did not have to put 
himself under Continental authority.  Several days earlier Stark had clashed with 
Continental general Benjamin Lincoln over this very issue, and Congress would 

This inventory of the Bennington storehouse, taken less than two
months after the battle, provides insight into one of the primary,
very practical, causes behind the Battle of Bennington. 
Advantageously located at a crossroads, the Continental Army 
selected Bennington as a site for a storehouse. This inventory was 
written by Commissary William Sherman and sent to Major 
General Benjamin Lincoln at Bemis Heights on October 4, 
1777, as the Continental Army was making preparations for 
the Battle of Saratoga. The document makes clear that Baum’s 
forces had been headed to Bennington for food. The storehouse 
contained flour, wheat, “pease,” “Indian [corn] meal,” beef, pork, 
salt and fowl.  In addition to essentially non-perishable food, the 
grounds around the storehouse were used as a temporary grazing 
area for livestock that Isaac Tichenor was procuring for the 
Continental Army. It was during a transfer of some of these cattle 
from Bennington to Stillwater that the ambush described in this
article occurred. Collection of the Bennington Museum.
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actually censure him for not cooperating.  In the light of his bad feelings toward the 
Continental Army and Congress, Stark’s refusal of Tichenor’s request comes as no 
surprise.  Tichenor still needed troops, however, so he went to see Colonel Warner, 
who held a Continental commission.  The British had sharply handled Warner’s 
Green Mountain Boy regiment at Hubbardton on July 7 and forced it to retire to 
Manchester, where it remained.  Therefore, Warner had no men available but he 
did approach the Council of Safety, which ultimately obtained fifty men to escort 
the cattle.9  The exact details of how this happened remain unknown, but Warner 
and/or the Council were able to appeal to Stark, because the detachment came from 
his command.  

Stark called on Colonel Moses Nichols’ regiment for the escort.  Captain Ste-
phen Parker’s company, which drew many of its men from New Ipswich and Peter-
borough, provided forty soldiers, while Ensign Josiah Hastings led ten soldiers from 
Captain Kimball Carleton’s company.10  Why Stark divided the escort between two 
companies, instead drawing them all from one, remains conjectural. One source 
indicates that Carleton’s company did not reach Bennington until the afternoon of 
August 16.11  Perhaps Ensign Hastings’ platoon arrived early and Stark attached it 
to Parker’s company.  Similarly, it is possible that not all of Parker’s company had 
arrived yet, which would be another reason why Stark would combine Hastings’ 
lone platoon to it.  

Parker and his cattle escort departed Bennington on August 14 or 15, with 
Tichenor presumably accompanying them.  Detouring around Baum’s position near 
Walloomsac, they probably followed the Hoosic River west toward the Hudson and 
delivered the cattle to the Stillwater area after an uneventful journey.  They then 
marched for Bennington, returning by the same route.  Tichenor’s commissary du-
ties took him to Lebanon Springs, New York, and Williamstown, Massachusetts, so 
he did not accompany Parker’s detachment back to Bennington.12  

On the morning of August 16, somewhere near the junction of the Hoosic 
and Walloomsac rivers, in present day Rensselaer County, Parker’s soldiers crossed 
a bridge over a small stream.13  The men were hot and tired from their exertions, 
and many of them broke rank and stopped to get a drink and fill their canteens.  
As they did so, most of the column’s advanced guard, many of whom apparently 
came from Carleton’s company, continued to march.  Several moments later, a 
heavy volley erupted from a fence line to the left of the road.  A group of Loyalists 
had spotted Parker’s men and laid in ambush.  If the New Hampshire soldiers had 
not stopped for water, the entire escort could have been destroyed.  As it was, the 
volley decimated the advanced guard, with Private John Ranstead hit by as many as 
sixteen musket balls, and Benoni Tisdale, Carleton’s fifer, shot through the lungs.14  

Another soldier, Abel Dutton, recalled that the initial attacked caused Parker 
and some of the men to retreat, but no other evidence suggests this.  Enough New 
Hampshire soldiers must have rallied because a short, sharp action ensued.  One of 
the participants was sixteen-year-old Jeremiah Smith, New Hampshire’s future gov-
ernor and three-term member of the U.S. House of Representatives.  Smith’s father 
only allowed him to enlist after Captain Parker promised to keep him out of harm’s 
way.  Jeremiah now found himself in the midst of the action, and a musket ball 
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grazed his neck, while another disabled his gun.  Another participant, Lieutenant 
Samuel Cunningham, a French and Indian War veteran, employed a shrewd ruse 
to trick the Loyalists into retreating.  As the two sides traded fire, Cunningham, 
“with the noise of a lion,” ordered another officer to attack the enemy’s flank with 
five hundred additional men, who actually were not present.  This supposed threat, 
coupled with Parker’s men’s fierce resistance, caused the Loyalists to break off the 
engagement, leaving behind some of their baggage.15  

When the firing ceased, two Americans, Ranstead and Tisdale, lay dead, and 
two others mortally wounded, Jeremiah Proctor and Abel Gilbert, who died on 
August 20 and 23, respectively.16  Five men suffered wounds, three of whom never 
fully recovered.  Fifty-seven-year-old Sergeant John Robbe, from Parker’s company, 
“Received a wound by an ounce ball passing through his shoulder and a buckshot 
into his ear which. . . rendered him incapable of Supporting himself in any way or 
manner much less a Large family….”  Robbe later successfully applied for a pension 
partly through the efforts of Congressman Jeremiah Smith.17  William Haseltine’s 
“left arm [was] considerably shortened and weakened occasioned by a musket ball 
which passed through it,” and he also later received a pension.  Private Nehemiah 
Brown received a disabling wound in the left leg that left him unable to walk.  See-
ing this, two of his fellow soldiers, Simeon Cobb and Sergeant Ephraim Sawyer, 
“took him from the ground and carried him on our backs.”  After a while, however, 
the two men grew tired.  Finding a horse near the home of a local “Dutchman,” 
Cobb took the animal “without Leave from the owner.”  The man later complained 
to Stark and demanded his horse back, but “Knowing that the Applicant Being 
A Tory general Starks would Not give no Leave to have the horse given up.”  The 
other wounded were Jeremiah Smith and a Daniel Brown, who was hit in the arm 
and shoulder.18               

After taking care of the wounded, Parker’s detachment resumed its march to 
Bennington but arrived too late to take part in the main battle.  Still, they could 
justly claim to have played a role in the day’s events, and they paid a high price for 
their service.  Overall, nine of Parker’s fifty men, or 18 percent, suffered casualties 
in this forgotten skirmish, which probably lasted at most ten to fifteen minutes.  
While the nature of the ambush explains much of this, the numbers suggest a vi-
cious fight.  Interestingly, six of the nine casualties came from Carleton’s company.  
Perhaps these men volunteered to serve together in the advanced guard because they 
did not belong to Parker’s company.  This would account for why 60 percent of 
them were hit.  Loyalist losses for the engagement are unknown, but the Americans 
held the field.  

A final question is who were the Loyalists who staged the ambush?  This cannot 
be conclusively answered because various different groups could have been involved.  
Large numbers of Loyalists joined Burgoyne as he marched south.  Others, such 
as Francis Pfister of Hoosic and his Loyalist militia, attached themselves to Baum’s 
command.  Indeed, one historian speculates on Pfister’s men’s involvement, and this 
is possible in light of the proximity of the ambush site to Baum’s command.19  Cir-
cumstantial evidence suggests another option; a Loyalist group raised by Gershom 
French, an Albany County resident.  On August 16, French led ninety-four armed 
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men to Burgoyne’s camp, thus placing him in the general area.  Furthermore, an 
American soldier recorded in his diary for August 16, “a Party of our men sent to 
gard Cattle to Stillwatr on there Return fired upon by a Party of 80 Torys took three 
Prisners.  the Torys killed 2 and wounded 1 of our men.” 20  While the casualty 
figures are incorrect, the entry clearly refers to the skirmish, and the number of 
Loyalists is similar to what French commanded.  Furthermore, Sir Francis Napier, 
a nobleman who accompanied Burgoyne, wrote that French arrived with seventy 
Loyalists volunteers.  Napier then added that French initially had 120, “but was 
prevented by the above mentioned accident [Bennington] from bringing the whole 
of them into Camp.”  

Does this mean that French lost a number of men in an engagement, such as 
the cattle skirmish, prior to his arrival at Burgoyne’s camp?  French never men-
tioned this in any of his memorials, but this does not mean that it did not happen.21  
Perhaps French did not want to admit that he had participated in a failed ambush.  
This is speculation, however, and we will probably never know the Loyalists’ identi-
ties definitively unless new sources are uncovered.    

This then is the story of the often-forgotten cattle ambush on the Hoosic River, 
August 16, 1777.  Parts of it are conjectural because few original accounts of the 
engagement exist and, unfortunately, none of them are from Loyalists.  Still, the 
pension records, muster rolls, and other original documents tell the story of this 
sharp skirmish and the soldiers who fought it.  The skirmish also reminds us of the 
importance of provisions and transportation to both armies during the Revolution-
ary War, and the high price that came with securing them.
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The election of 1958, more than fifty years ago now, signaled the start of 
Vermont’s nearly 180-degree political transformation. Vermont was a solid 

one-party Republican state for more than a century, and today is the bluest of the 
blue, with arguably the most progressive delegation in Washington, composed of 
two liberal Democrats and an Independent socialist. And no Republican. 

The election of 2010 gave Vermont a Democratic governor, Peter Shumlin, and 
that party held onto solid control of both the House and Senate.

Back in 1936 Vermont’s reputation for Republicanism was enhanced  when it 
was one of only two states that stood with Alf Landon while the rest of the nation 
gave Franklin D. Roosevelt a landslide re-election. 

There was an old political truism that had held: “As goes Maine, so goes the 
nation.” But that year Maine went Republican so the motto had to be modified to 
say:  “As goes Maine, so goes Vermont.”  

Vermont’s Republican glacier developed a crack on November 3, 1958, when 
William H. Meyer, a 43-year-old forester from the tiny village of West Rupert, was 
elected to Vermont’s only seat in the U.S. House of Representatives. It was the first 
time a Democrat had been elected to a statewide office in well over one hundred 
years – in fact, since before the founding of the Republican party.

The glacial fissure of 1958 also included the first-ever need to recount a close 
election for governor, when Republican Robert T. Stafford of Rutland defeated 
Democrat Bernard Leddy by only 719 votes. Meyer’s victory over former Governor 
Harold J. Arthur was earned by more than 3,000 votes. Arthur was an unpopular 
Republican who had squeaked through in a crowded primary.

Throughout the 1950s Democrats had been showing increasing strength. In 
1952, Democrat Robert Larrow gained a then-impressive 39 percent of the vote for 
governor; and in 1954 and 1956 Frank Branon, a Democratic state senator from 
Franklin County, ran even stronger races against Republican incumbent Governor 
Joseph B. Johnson of Springfield. 

Bill Meyer served only one term in the U.S. House, but his accomplishment 
was destined to forecast the future. The Republican glacier calved in 1962 when 
Philip H. Hoff was elected the first Democratic governor since 1853. Hoff was a 
member of the Vermont House from Burlington and his victory was doubly sig-
nificant because it was the first time an incumbent Vermont governor had been de-
feated in a general election. Hoff’s margin over Governor F. Ray Keyser Jr. was only 
1,500 votes, and was assisted by the defection of two Republicans, T. Garry Buckley 
of Bennington and A. Luke Crispe of Brattleboro, whose impromptu Vermont 
Independence Party had backed Hoff. The 3,000 VIP votes more than made 

Fifty years ago, the first Democrat
in a century was elected statewide;

today the Green Mountains are solid blue

Tyler Resch
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the margin of victory. Buckley and Crispe had their own agenda. They were an-
noyed with Gov. Keyser for letting an out-of-state group manage the new racetrack 
at Pownal instead of their favored Vermont group. 

In the Vermont House of Representatives at this time the balance of power 
tilted heavily in favor of the many conservative small towns. It was a body of 246 
members, each representing one of those towns regardless of population. The most 
egregious disparity was illustrated by the fact that Hoff, when he represented the 
state’s largest city, Burlington, with a population of 35,531, had the same vote as 
the representative from Stratton, where a ski resort was a mere gleam in the eyes of 
developers and had a population of 24.

After the U.S. Supreme Court required “one man, one vote,” the House in 
1966 downsized itself to 150 members, elected from districts of nearly equal popu-
lation. Thus the power of the progressive cities and larger towns was enhanced.

Ever since Phil Hoff’s three two-year terms as governor, Vermont governors 
have alternated parties with regularity: Republican Deane C. Davis, Democrat 
Thomas P. Salmon, Republican Richard A. Snelling, Democrat Madeleine M. 
Kunin, Republican Snelling again, Democrat Howard Dean, Republican James 
Douglas, then Democrat Peter Shumlin.

Before Hoff, the previous Democratic governor was John S. Robinson of 
Bennington in 1853-54. He was the great-grandson of the founding settler of 
Bennington, Capt. Samuel Robinson. Then the term for governor and other state 
officials, including legislators, was one year. Starting in 1870 a state constitutional 
convention changed the term of office to two years – which it remains today. There 
is much agitation today for Vermont to join the other 48 states (New Hampshire 
excepted) that have a four-year term, but it would require modifying the constitu-
tion, an arduous process in this state. 

 During the century-plus when Vermont elected only Republicans, a two-party 
system of sorts developed because elections really took place during Republican 
primaries. In mid-twentieth century the progressive-conservative split became clear 
in 1946 when Governor Mortimer Proctor was ousted from office in a primary by 

These images of one-term Vermont Congressman William H. Meyer convey his ponderous, slow-
speaking personality. Photos taken by the author.
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Ernest W. Gibson Jr.  Proctor, the third governor of that surname in Vermont’s his-
tory, was associated with the conservative – indeed, it was called the Proctor – wing 
of the Republican party. 

Gibson Jr. was a popular World War II hero with a prominent name; his father 
had served many years in both U.S. House and Senate. Gibson Jr. thus became the 
first in a series of progressive – and nationally well-regarded – Republican office 
holders that included George D. Aiken, Ralph Flanders, Robert T. Stafford, and 
James M. Jeffords. A climax of sorts was reached in 2001 when Senator Jeffords 
could no longer accept the neocon Republican policies of George W. Bush and 
abruptly abandoned the Republican party to become an independent. To a frenzy 
of national news media, his action returned the U.S. Senate to Democratic control. 
And for the first time in ages Vermont had no Republican representation in the 
U.S. Congress.

Of the trend that had been evolving during the 1950s, publisher Robert W. 
Mitchell of the Rutland Herald analyzed the situation with almost clairvoyant ac-
curacy in an editorial the day after the 1954 election:

George Aiken put new vitality into the Republican party in the thirties, 
protecting it from Democratic inroads at the height of New Deal strength na-
tionally. [Ernest] Gibson [Jr.] brought the party following up in a new peak of 
strength in 1946. Neither in the case of Aiken nor Gibson was their help to the 
party welcomed by the party’s conservative faction, but there isn’t much doubt 
that the Democratic upsurge of the last two elections would have come much 
earlier without the Aiken-Gibson influence.

Now that the swing toward the Democrats has gone so far, there may be a 
change in the complexion of Vermont politics. The rebel Republicans may turn 
to the Democratic party instead of working within the ranks of GOP. Instead 
of having closely contested primaries as the main feature of each election year, 
the real contests may come in the general election if the two party system has 
actually been restored in the state.

Such a realignment might be a good thing for the state, putting more 
vitality into state politics than it has been possible to do by having all the real 
competition within the Republican party.

Bill Meyer’s election more than a half century ago was remarkable not only 
for its “first” quality but also by the fact that Meyer was such a leftist. Brought up 
as a Quaker, he had sought status as a conscientious objector during World War 
II; though he was denied that classification, he failed his physical exam and was 
rejected, with a 4F draft status. As a candidate in 1958 Meyer opposed the draft, 
favored the admission of Red China to the United Nations, was an early advocate 
of nuclear arms control, and worked for the end of atomic testing. These issues were 
well beyond the leftish limits of mainstream Vermont politics.  

While in Congress, Meyer busied himself with all the issues that drove him 
to run for the office. The index to the Congressional Record during his time offers 
many references to his efforts to strengthen the United Nations, to seat Red China 
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and promote a moratorium on nuclear weapons testing, as well as such domestic is-
sues as reducing the agriculture surplus, boosting the appropriation to the Vermont 
Veterans Home, and improving medical care for the elderly via Social Security.

Meyer’s personality was somewhat ponderous and impassive. He spoke with 
deliberation, in keeping with his heavyset frame. The twitching of his pencil-thin 
mustache often gave a clue as to his thinking as much as what he said. As he faced 
re-election in November 1960, Meyer was the subject of a descriptive and analytical 
article by Frederick H. Gardner in the Harvard Crimson that seems to encapsulate 
his personality: 

Even his opponents seem awed by his integrity, and are thus forced to pur-
sue the point that Meyer’s very honesty and foresight make him unqualified, 
on the grounds that a man who essentially speaks his own mind does not speak 
as a true representative. This allegation causes a smile to work itself slowly 
across Meyer’s strong face, finally curling his thin mustache: “I’ve taken more 
polls, done more listening, and solicited more mail than any of my predeces-
sors; I’ve gone up and down the state and I think I know a great deal about 
what Vermonters want. I aim at articulating their fundamental aspirations. 
And I think that if a referendum were taken tomorrow and the people were 
given half a page of facts about the draft, they would vote to abolish it. And on 
second thought, you can forget about that half-page of facts.”

Meyer speaks slowly, seeming to deliberate over the specific word that will 
best express each thought. His wry optimism and homey mannerisms have led 
some to compare him with Lincoln, and his own special synthesis of principle 
and realism strengthens this impression. “They may call me naïve, but I have 
my streaks of skepticism and bitterness, you know. Life demands that everybody 
work out his own compromises and settlements.”

In 1960 Meyer was defeated by 23,000 votes by the popular and invincible 
Stafford, who went on to serve for the next decade in the U.S. House, then in 1971 
was appointed to fill a vacancy in the U.S. Senate on the death of Senator Winston 
L. Prouty. Stafford remained in the Senate for 17 years, retiring in 1989. Only the 
year before his death, Prouty had won a narrow victory over Hoff who, after retiring 
from his third term as governor in 1968, made his only try for federal office. Hoff 
later represented Chittenden County for several terms in the state Senate.

After his defeat, Meyer took a job as consultant on the technical review staff 
of the Interior Department but remained active in politics. He was an unsuccess-
ful candidate for the Democratic nomination as U.S. Senator in 1962, 1964, and 
1970. He was also a delegate to Vermont State Democratic conventions in 1956, 
1960, 1964, and 1968. His last bid for office was in 1972 when he tried to run 
again for the U.S. House, when the seat was held by Richard W. Mallary of Fairlee, 
a Republican in the Aiken-Stafford mold. Bill Meyer resided in his home at West 
Rupert until his death there on December 16, 1983 at the age of 68. His wife, 
Bertha, remained active with the Bennington County Democratic committee for 
several years. 
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On learning of Meyer’s death, publisher Mitchell of the Rutland Herald edito-
rialized: 

“Politics is an affliction that is like malaria – once you are bitten it never 
really goes completely away. The bug bit Mr. Meyer very strongly. He enjoyed 
his term in Washington, enjoyed the rough-and-tumble of House activity, and 
yearned to go back. It was only in much later years that he was able to agree 
that his election in 1958 hinged to quite an extent on the nature of his Repub-
lican opposition [Harold J. Arthur].”

In the larger picture, what demographics brought about the political transfor-
mation of this small New England state? One factor was simply population growth. 
For some 150 years Vermont’s population had stagnated in a range of between 
300,000 and 400,000. Only in the census of 1970 did the state finally break 
through the 400,000 mark – tiny in relation to numbers in most of the other states, 
admittedly. After all, Vermont is the second-least-populated state in the Union, and 
small changes in numbers tend to magnify in statistical significance. But these new 
numbers reflected the completion of Interstate highways 91 and 89, the growth in 
large ski resorts and the phenomenon of second homes.  Newcomers, often mocked 
as “flatlanders” in this mountainous terrain, brought with them new and more 
liberal ideas. Most new residents weighed heavily on the “downhill” scales of the 
dichotomy described by scholar Paul G. Searls in his book Two Vermonts: Geography 
and Identity 1865-1910. Searls distinguishes between the uphillers, those more ru-
ral, tradition-bound, and resistant to change, versus the folks who generally settled 
in the valleys, the downhillers, who tend to be more urban, more likely to press for 
change.

Another factor that helped produce leftward change in Vermont politics was 
the small but determined growth of third parties, notably the Liberty Union party, 
which began in June 1970 when a group of about 20 progressives gathered in the 
West Rupert living room of Bill and Bertha Meyer. Their focus was on opposing the 
war in Vietnam, the militarization of society, problems of the poor, and the desecra-
tion of the environment. After it won 5 percent of the statewide vote, the Liberty 
Union gained “major party” status so it could appear on the ballot. Founders, 
besides Meyer, included Chittenden artist Richard Clark, former legal-aid lawyer 
Peter Diamondstone from Brattleboro, and Bernie Sanders from Burlington, then 
working as a carpenter. The Liberty Union ran candidates for statewide and federal 
office for many years, helping to nudge the Democrats leftward. 

A decade after Liberty Union’s founding, Bernie Sanders’s political career began 
to blossom when he won a squeaker of a race as mayor of Burlington in 1981. A 
Progressive era was launched in Vermont’s largest city as Sanders was re-elected to 
three more terms as mayor. The Progressives achieved major party status in 1999 
and since then have succeeded in electing several members to the Vermont House 
of Representatives as well as placing statewide candidates on the ballot. In 1990, 
Sanders rose above Liberty Union and Progressive labels when he ran for the U.S. 
House, officially as an independent. He defeated Republican incumbent Peter 
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Smith – a rarity, because incumbent Congressmen from Vermont had always as-
sumed re-election as a given. Sanders proceeded to break other records by being 
returned to seven more terms in the U.S. House, becoming the longest-serving 
independent Congressman in American history. 

Another demographic uptick evolved in Brattleboro, which had gained a 
reputation in the late 1960s and early 1970s for a counter-culture that attracted 
communes and “hippies” whose lifestyles challenged New England orthodoxy. The 
town continued to harbor a significant number of political progressives who are 
united by – among other traditional issues – opposition to Vermont’s only nuclear 
power plant in their backyard in Vernon.

One might conclude that the political transformation of Vermont turned a 
corner when Sanders ran for the U.S. Senate in 2006 to fill an open seat left by 
Jeffords’s retirement. Sanders’s opponent was businessman Rich Tarrant of Colches-
ter, who hopelessly poured seven million of his own dollars into the race. Whereas 
Bernie Sanders had achieved something like 2 percent of the statewide vote when 
he first ran on the Liberty Union ticket in the early 1970s, he won election to the 
United States Senate in 2006, still an independent, with a resounding 65.4 percent 
of the vote.

Notes

The best recent book to offer historical perspective on Vermont politics is Paul M. Searls, Two 
Vermonts: Geography and Identity 1865-1910, published in 2006 by the University Press of 
New England. The classic history of politics in Vermont is The Vermont Political Tradition and 
Those Who Helped Make It by William Doyle, who is still serving in the Vermont Senate from 
Washington County and prepares the Doyle Poll on public issues for the state’s annual town 
meetings in March. Senator Doyle’s book was self-published in 1984. Quotes in this article 
from Rutland Herald publisher Robert Mitchell are found in The Bob Mitchell Years: An 
Anthology of a Half Century of Editorial Writing by the Publisher of the Rutland Herald, edited 
by Tyler Resch and published by the Herald in 1994, the year of its bicentennial. 
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There are few smiles on the faces of these figures from our past.  For the most 
part they are elderly, in many cases enfeebled, and in some cases they also 

are impoverished, their pension claims saying that they no longer can provide for 
themselves.  They stare, and in many cases glare, into the camera, often holding 
themselves erect with canes – men and women with thinning hair, faces lined 
deeply by age and mouths puckered by missing teeth.  Most are white but a few are 
black.  Most are from European stock but a few are Native Americans who fought 
with the British.  A few are famous – Andrew Jackson, Dolley Madison (one of the 
few smiling portraits) and Albert Gallatin – but most are not.  All have some claim 
to have been a part of, or at least witnessed scenes from, the American Revolution.    

The Last Muster is a stunning collection of ancient portraits, most of them 
daguerreotypes, of people who lived through and in many cases fought in 
the American War for Independence.  Along with the engaging vignettes that 
accompany them, it’s a work that combines the skills of a historian, curator, 
genealogist, librarian, and photo researcher, all of which Maureen Taylor has been.  
She also calls herself a “photo detective,” and runs a business from Westwood, 
Massachusetts, that helps people identify their ancestors in old photographs and 
– by using her encyclopedic 
knowledge of the clothing, 
hair styles, furnishings and 
fashions of various periods 
– pinpoint just when and 
sometimes where they were 
taken.

Daguerreotypes did not 
come into common use in 
this country until about 1840, 
by which time most of the 
people who had served in 
the Revolution (1775 -1783) 
were eighty or older.  Many 
of these portraits were taken 
long after this, when the 
subjects were in their nineties 
or even a hundred or more.  

The Last Muster: Images of the 
Revolutionary War Generation 

Reviewed by Anthony Marro

Josiah Brown of Whitingham, 
Vermont.  Collection of the 
Bennington Museum.
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But by gathering information from family bibles, local histories, family legends, and 
pension records, Taylor has managed to craft short, vivid, and engaging biographical 
sketches that make them seem young again, showing them as robust and in many 
cases daring and brave.  

The roots for this book can be found in the work of two mid-nineteenth-
century figures, Benson Lossing and the Rev. Elias Hillard.  Lossing was a writer of 
popular histories who in 1848 set out to visit Revolutionary battlefields (he would 
travel some 8,000 miles to do so) and produce a narrative sketchbook that would 
combine his pen and ink drawings of the sites with the personal reminiscences of 
still-living veterans who had been in the battles.  He sketched some of these veterans 
as well.  The first installment appeared in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine in 1850, 
and the subsequent book brought him both great popularity and critical acclaim.  
In 1864, the Rev. Hillard, a Congregational minister in Connecticut, set out to 
photograph and interview what he believed to be the last seven living Revolutionary 
War veterans in the region.  He did manage to find and photograph five of them, 
and obtained an earlier portrait of Daniel Waldo, who had died before he could 
reach him.  All of these portraits are included in the book, but Taylor has gone far 
beyond this, putting together the pictures and stories of seventy-one individuals.  

While the title is The Last Muster, some of the people in it never were mustered 
at all.  The portraits include wives and children of veterans; a slave whose owner was 
an American colonel; several Quakers (who were pacifists); people who witnessed 
battles without taking part in them; and one Loyalist who sat out the war in 
Bermuda.  They also include several who, Taylor makes clear, told stories about 
their war duty that may have been inflated at the least or fabricated entirely.   

One who likely did some embellishing was Isaac Rice (1765-1852), who was 
sketched by Lossing sitting in the ruins of Fort Ticonderoga and who claimed 
to have performed garrison duty there and been on the battlefield at Saratoga, 
although he would have been only twelve years old at the time.  

But there’s a picture of lantern-jawed (and seemingly toothless) Dr. Ezra Green, 
at ninety-nine, who in fact fought with Benedict Arnold in Canada and then served 
as ship’s surgeon on John Paul Jones’s 18-gun warship, the Ranger.  There’s a portrait 
of a stern-looking Conrad Heyer, of Waldoboro, Maine, who crossed the Delaware 
with Washington, survived the winter at Valley Forge, and was present at Burgoyne’s 
surrender at Saratoga.  There’s an portrait of an even sterner-looking Uzal Knapp 
of Stamford, Connecticut, who enlisted in the army in 1777 for the duration of 
the war, served for six years, fought at the battles of White Marsh and Monmouth, 
and had his discharge papers signed by General Washington himself.  And there’s 
a picture of a long-haired and elderly Jonathan Harrington, who at seventeen had 
played the fife for Minutemen crossing the North Bridge at the Battle of Lexington 
and Concord.  That was his only service in the war, but when he died in 1854 he 
was thought to be the last survivor, at least on this side of the ocean, of the battle 
that started with “the shot heard round the world.”

There are several portraits of particular interest to Vermonters.  One (a 
daguerreotype owned by the Bennington Museum) is of Josiah Brown, who was not 
in the war (he was born in 1766 in New Ipswich, N.H., and spent most of 



Walloomsack Review 51

his life in Whitingham) but whose father was a captain at Bunker Hill.  Another 
(also in the collection of the Bennington Museum) is captioned “Six Aged Citizens 
of Bennington” and was taken in 1848.  Only one of the six – Samuel Safford 
– fought in the Battle of Bennington, although the obituary of another, Samuel Fay, 
claimed that Fay’s father, the owner of Bennington’s Catamount Tavern, had taken 
him along to the battlefield even though he was just five years old at the time. 

There’s a portrait of Mary Palmer Tyler, the wife of Vermont playwright Royall 
Tyler, whose father and grandfather both had been generals with the American 
forces and whose husband had served briefly in the Massachusetts militia.  There’s 
a more modern-day photograph of Esther Sumner Damon  of Bridgewater (1814-
1906), who was twenty-one in 1835 when she married the seventy-five-year-old 
Noah Damon, who as a teenager had been at the Battle of Lexington and Concord.  
It was not a happy marriage (they separated in the late 1840s), but she eventually 
got his widow’s pension and at the time of her death was considered the last 
surviving widow of a Revolutionary soldier. 

One portrait not in the collection that probably should have been is of 
Simeon Hicks, who fought in the Battle of Bennington and was photographed at 
his home in Sunderland at age ninety-nine, on the seventy-seventh anniversary 
of the battle.  It was taken by James Irving of Troy, a daguerreotypist.  This also is 
in the Bennington Museum’s collection, but it was not offered to Taylor because 
the museum portrait is a copy and museum staffers had been led to believe that 
she only wanted original daguerreotypes.  Taylor’s book in fact includes not only 
original daguerreotypes but copies of daguerreotypes, daguerreotypes that have 
been hand-colored, daguerreotypes that have been painted over, a crayon portrait 
that seems to have been based on a daguerreotype, and an engraving based on a 
daguerreotype, none of which reduces their impact.

There are, of course, many original paintings and sketches of Revolutionary 
War soldiers in their prime.  But many of these tend to glorify and romanticize 
the subjects, and more often are of generals and colonels than of sergeants and 
privates.  The portraits Taylor has assembled in her thoroughly interesting and 
often fascinating book in many ways seem more honest and more human, showing 
a full cross-section of the kinds of people who, as she writes, “lived during the 
tumultuous formation of this country.”

The Last Muster: Images of the Revolutionary War Generation, by Maureen Taylor 
(with significant contribution by David Allen Lambert), the Kent State University 
Press, cloth, 177 pp., $45.
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Lawrence F. Powers – “Larry” to several generations of North Bennington 
residents – has recently published the second volume of his memoirs of 

Vermont village life.  He explains his motivation in an afterward, but discerning 
readers will have glimpsed it long before:

“One of my biggest worries is that we are going to lose the characters that came before us, 
and they will be forgotten… The privilege of living in a community for 90 years provides a 
background for colorful stories, but it also leaves us a debt.  Our personal lives were and are 

all interwoven; who we are is who all of us were together.”

The self-published memoir is one of the fruits of our digital era.  Personal 
reminiscences that once yellowed unread in attic trunks now can be purchased 
at Amazon.com, often with first-rate illustrations and graphics.  Larry Powers’ 
new hardbound volume of memoirs is well produced, but remains thoroughly 
homespun in content.  The prevailing tone is one of wonder at the carnival of 
characters parading through his village.  Larry Powers does not need to tell his 
reader that it has been a privilege to be a player in this pageant.  His stories avoid 
scorn and satire.  They are told with affection, but trend away from pure sentiment.  
Larry does not suggest that old days were better, although surely he would argue 
they were more entertaining. Genial respect mixes with humor throughout. 

Larry spent a Depression 
childhood in the Village of North 
Bennington, and then was called 
away to serve his country.  He 
was lucky.  He visited some 30 
countries in the war, and returned 
safely to marry, raise a family and 
take over his father’s business.  As 
a small-town businessman he was 
privy to village secrets and private 
spectacles.  No doubt Larry was 
scrupulously discreet in the day, 
but now that his subjects are long 
gone, he has freely spun his stories 
in print.

Those who know Larry will 
attest to his oral skills at telling a 
tale.  It is not always easy to port 
the nuances of speech – the well-

Paran Creek Memoirs: North Bennington
Stories Volume II 

Reviewed by Robert E. Woolmington
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timed sly look, the measured shift in tone -- into print.  Yet he has managed this 
well.  Larry’s friends will recognize his voice. New readers will savor it.

Much of Larry’s best material went into the first volume, published in 2004.  
Yet the appropriate advice is to read both rather than only the first.  Even though 
most of the individual pieces are short, it is best to read each book in one or two 
extended sittings.  Some stories are more amusing than others.  A few stumble.  But 
taken as a whole, both volumes are entertaining and instructive.  

This memoir may be a product of digital production, but it describes a 
community far removed from our wired world.  For contemporary Americans in 
their twenties -- Larry’s age when he returned from serving his country – the world 
of these memoirs is a distant mirror.  North Bennington in the Depression and 
after World War II was no virtual community.  It was a flesh and bone place, full of 
stutter and swagger signifying something.  That something may be more apparent 
viewed from the dysfunction of our own age.  Larry Powers takes us back.  The sum 
of these volumes exceeds the  parts, and the parts are highly entertaining.  The sum 
of these volumes is a portrait of a time and of a place and of a way of community.

Paran Creek Memoirs:  North Bennington Stories Volume II, by Larry Powers, self-
published, 2010, cloth, 93 pp., $20.
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It has to start with “The Lottery.” Shirley Jackson’s early success with this haunting 
short story, which went on to be one of the most anthologized of its time, sets the 

tone for her writing, her career, and the light in which she continues to be viewed. 
Famously, in “The Lottery,” residents of a small American town, probably in 

New England although, significantly, not necessarily so, gather on a summer day to 
conduct an annual ritual. The mood is casual with only glimpses of hidden tension, 
as there might be at any such event. The proper process and procedures are observed 
until the unfolding event is about to occur. Only then does a reader discover 
that the much-anticipated occasion is the random stoning to death of one of the 
residents.

Small town; New England; annual traditions; upright citizens; hidden tension 
– sound familiar? Jackson was an area resident at the time. Add in ritual murder, 
though, and you’re in somewhat different territory. Now Ambrose Bierce comes 
to mind, Hawthorne and Poe; more recently Arthur Miller, Grace Metalious, and 
Stephen King. In light of Jackson’s style, especially the suspension so important to 
“The Lottery,” O. Henry should be added to this list as well.

What Shirley Jackson achieved in “The Lottery” – a classic of Gothic fiction, 
a moral lesson as strong as that of Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, a successor to 
The Scarlet Letter, a lesson in New England sociology preceding Peyton Place by 
several years – has yielded her nothing less than immortality. How this should have 
occurred in our own back yard 
offers occasion for reflection.

Reaction to “The Lottery” 
was immediate, widespread, and 
strong. The New Yorker, which 
published the story in June 1948, 
received more mail about it 
than any other article it had ever 
printed. Soon it was forwarding 
these letters directly to Jackson to 
deal with herself. Most were angry, 
many included the definitive 
response of canceling their 
subscription to the magazine. In 
“Biography of a Story,” written a 
dozen years later, Jackson outlined 
this experience, quoting some of 
these letters at length. What most 
amused her was that a number of 
her critics also wanted to know 
further details of the lottery 

Shirley Jackson, Novels and Stories 
Reviewed by Tom Fels
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– Where is it? Can it be visited? When does it occur? This too is thought provoking.
Provocation is Jackson’s strong suit. What she had done, from her perch as a 

faculty wife, from the kitchen and family of her large house in North Bennington, 
from the intellectual arsenal she had exhibited earlier and would continue to 
deploy for the remaining seventeen years of her career, was to call attention to the 
uncomfortable disjunction between the calm, apparently civil acts of everyday 
life and the unfathomable currents, often unpleasant, that sometimes ran beneath 
them. When she asked in “Biography of a Story” why her readers should be so upset 
at a simple story, her question was certainly disingenuous. They felt, even if they 
could not understand why, that they were being attacked. And of course they were.

The new Shirley Jackson collection in the Library of America series begins 
with the book in which “The Lottery” later appeared. (“Biography of a Story” is 
included as well.) Appropriately, the story is held to the last in that volume, since 
there is little that could adequately follow it. But the book, also titled The Lottery, 
is bracketed by references to one James Harris, whose spirit infuses its text, and is 
inscribed with a quote from the seventeenth-century writer Joseph Glanvill. Harris, 
we find, is an ancient English stand-in for the devil; Glanvill is best known as an 
intellectual apologist for the supernatural.

Here we arrive at the strange mix that is the Shirley Jackson of fiction, of our 
neighborhood, and perhaps of neighborhoods we will never know. From early on 
an original, perhaps even eccentric, character, Jackson in her college years began a 
serious lifelong inquiry into magic, evil, and the supernatural. Before long she came 
to share these concerns with the man who would become her husband, Stanley 
Edgar Hyman, whose intellectual interests, though perhaps not his emotions, 
ran along the same lines. Moving first to New Hampshire and then to North 
Bennington, where Hyman would teach for years at Bennington College, Jackson 
perceived that small-town New England life provided a sympathetic tableau for the 
themes that interested her. 

Indeed, if we are to believe her, she experienced many of them herself. 
Between the lines of her stories and books are themes of alienation, the disrespect 
of neighbors, intolerance, small mindedness, prejudice, cruelty, and unwillingness 
to change. Of course, by clothing such qualities in the guise of her neighbors 
– whether fictitious or not – she did not mend any of the fences whose presence she 
felt. Rather, the distance she perceived between herself and her community seems to 
have notably increased.

Hyman’s career and the cultural milieu of Bennington College and North 
Bennington also contributed to Jackson’s life, both to its satisfactions and its 
discontents. Hyman’s work as a writer and editor for The New Yorker and a teacher 
at Bennington, then one of the most progressive colleges in the country, provided 
Jackson with access to publishing and to peers among writers of the first rank. His 
exploration of black music, mythology and a wide variety of literature, exemplified 
in his popular Bennington College course “Myth, Ritual, and Literature,” widened 
the scope of both of their lives, and helped provide a scholarly framework for 
Jackson’s otherwise strongly emotional views. The visits of such friends and 
colleagues as novelists Ralph Ellison and Bernard Malamud, 
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scholar and philosopher Kenneth Burke, poet Howard Nemerov, and independent 
scholar Frederick Burkhardt, later the editor of Darwin’s letters, afforded ample 
opportunities both to learn and to exchange ideas at a high level of intellectual and 
artistic play.

On the other hand, life for an ambitious woman in a small Vermont 
community at that time could be highly restrictive. Jackson dealt with the daily 
routine of children, meals, cleaning, and errands by parodying them in her 
writing. She did these things, of course, but the bemused mood in which they were 
undertaken is clear in the vein of her writing that made her popular in magazines 
like Colliers, Woman’s Day, Good Housekeeping, and Mademoiselle – an entirely 
different side of her career. While she excelled at light prose of this kind, offering at 
the same time an ongoing chronicle of the family life of the Jackson-Hyman clan, 
the restrictive role of mother, spouse, faculty wife, and writer to the housewives of 
the nation was not the goal she had set out to reach.

That goal is probably best seen in the novels included in the new Shirley 
Jackson volume. The Haunting of Hill House and We Have Always Lived in the Castle 
are the two best known of Jackson’s six novels, both, along with two other of her 
books, popular enough to have been not only best-sellers but adapted as Hollywood 
movies as well. Both are American masterpieces of Gothic fiction, with strong doses 
of mystery, psychology, fear, and suspense. Reading these, along with the other 
stories and sketches included in the volume, whose contents were selected by fellow 
Gothic novelist Joyce Carol Oates, it is no wonder that a number of significant 
authors, including Stephen King, claim Jackson as an inspiration. 

Though private in her habits and national in public stature, Jackson was also a 
local phenomenon well known in her day. She was not alone of course. Bennington 
has had its share of characters, and in those years of the mid-twentieth century not 
a few connected with the college and its adjoining town. (Other locals of a literary 
stripe who fit this description include rabble rouser Ethan Allen, author of the 
philosophical tract “Reason, the Only Oracle of Man;” early American journalist 
and champion of free speech Anthony Haswell;  testy poet Robert Frost; socialist 
turned conservative and museum director John Spargo; and flamboyant novelist 
John Gardner.)  Today the cast has changed. It’s  good to have this volume to keep 
Jackson among her proper peers – and also to remind us of the high quality of our 
transgressions over the years.

Shirley Jackson: Novels and Stories, Joyce Carol Oates, editor, Library of America, 
2010, cloth, 832 pp., $35.




