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 This map of Vermont in Swedish was originally printed by the office of Alonzo 
B. Valentine of Bennington when he was Vermont Commissioner of Agricultural 
and Manufacturing Interests in 1890 and sought to attract hardy Swedes to set-
tle on Vermont’s underpopulated farms. It translates, roughly: “Map of Vermont 
shows areas of unused farms, and also land that can be bought for the same price 
as vacant land. Good farms with good buildings and maple syrup trade can be 
bought for $3 to $5 per acre. Other land with better buildings close to railroads 
can be bought for $5 to $10 per acre. None of these lots are distant from markets 
and all are good for dairy farming. Farmworkers are greatly needed and get good 
wages in many sections. Land can also be used through winter for gathering of 

timber and wood.

Courtesy of Special Collections, Bailey-Howe Library, University of Vermont
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Editors’ Notes

 A general theme of “back to the land” tends to unite much of the 
content of this issue. Specifically, the two book reviews by Dona Brown and 
Tom Fels deal with this subject in detail. Dona Brown cites the experience, 
among others, of such twentieth-century Vermont pioneers as Samuel 
R. Ogden of Landgrove and Scott and Helen Nearing of Bondville, who 
gained renown by their attempts to live off the land. Tom Fels updates 
his earlier book Farm Friends by describing in suspense-filled detail what 
became of the 1960s commune known as Montague Farm, just south of the 
Vermont border, in recent times. 
 Other articles might be characterized by an exploration of factors that 
have lured people to the Green Mountain State. In the case of Ethan and 
Ira Allen their motivations were largely mercenary, to sell large quantities 
of land; but they also skated perilously close to treason by dabbling in 
international diplomacy with Quebec. Few scholars are as knowledgable 
about Ethan Allen as John Duffy, who offers new details about Ethan’s 
negotiations with Quebec that could have resulted in Vermont rejoining 
the British Empire. Was Ethan serious, or just trifling with the powerful 
political figures in New York to achieve statehood? 
 During the late nineteenth century Vermont’s population had 
stagnated and even declined slightly after the Civil War, a situation that 
many sought to remedy by attracting people who would purchase and 
revitalize abandoned farms. Paul Searls is writing a book on the creative 
but short-lived attempt to lure Swedes to Vermont, and he has crafted a 
special chapter for us that focuses on Bennington’s Alonzo B. Valentine – 
who actually managed to persuade some  Swedish farm workers to settle in 
Wilmington, Weston, and Vershire. The program saw mixed success and 
was soon shut down by the legislature. Searls follows the life of one of the 
immigrants who had settled in Weston and quickly moved to Landgrove.
 A half century ago the construction of Interstate highways 89 and 91 
produced the largest-ever physical disruption of Vermont’s terrain, and its 
long stretches of four-lane macadam also had long-term impacts on the 
state’s economy and demographics. Former state economist Arthur Woolf 
and geologists Ana Vang and Paul Bierman, who all teach at UVM, analyze 
some of the consequences in terms of scenery, transportation, population, 
and culture. Writers Vang and Bierman emphasize that their conclusions 
are their own and not necessarily those of the National Endowment for the 
Humanities. Their photographs, which are available online, offer a dramatic 
record of the physical and sometimes heartbreaking changes the Interstates 
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brought. 
 It’s not too much of a stretch to suggest that Vermont’s back-to-the-
land attributes prompted the renowned painter Edward Hopper to find 
scenes for his  canvases. Jamie Franklin reviews a new book about Hopper’s 
attraction to South Royalton in the 1930s. 
 A prominent Vermonter with roots deep in the soil was George D. 
Aiken of Putney, whose career as a horticulturalist and wildflower authority 
preceded his distinguished career in the Vermont legislature, as governor, 
and as U.S. Senator. Co-editor Tony Marro describes how Aiken’s earlier 
interests are being remembered and revitalized in a place known as Hadwen 
Woods. 

Corrections

 In our fall issue, Bruce Post’s article on the Green Mountain Parkway 
proposal of 1936  mentioned that parkway planners sought support from 
Frederick Law Olmsted, the renowned planner of Central Park in New 
York. The article neglected to add the important “Jr.” after his name and 
also misspelled the name as Frederic Law Olmstead. Frederick Law Olmsted 
Jr. was an important landscape architect in his own right.
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Contributors

Paul Searls is a professor of history and music at Lyndon State College. He 
received his Ph.D from New York University. He is the author of Two Ver-
monts: Geography and Identity 1865-1910, published by the University Press 
of New England in 2006. It was reviewed by Tyler Resch in Walloomsack 
Review No. 1, 2008.

John Duffy is emeritus professor of English and humanities at Johnson 
State College. He was chief editor of Ethan Allen and His Kin: Selected Cor-
respondence (1998) and The Vermont Encyclopedia (2003). He is co-author 
with H. Nicholas Muller III of the forthcoming Making It Up in Vermont: A 
Critical Study of the Ethan Allen Story. He lives in Isle La Motte. 

Arthur Woolf is an associate professor at the University of Vermont where 
he teaches economics. He holds a Ph.D in economics from the University 
of Wisconsin at Madison. He served as Vermont state economist for Gov. 
Madeleine Kunin; he edits The Vermont Economy Newsletter. 

Analeisha Vang is a geology graduate student at the University of Vermont. 
She received her BA degree in geology from Carleton College in 2011. She 
works with her adviser, Paul Pierman, on the Interpreting the Interstates 
project as well as UVM’s Landscape Change Program.

Paul Bierman is a professor of geology and natural resources at the Univer-
sity of Vermont. He received his BA in geology from Williams College and 
his graduate degrees from the University of Washington. His wide-ranging 
interests include the impact of people on the landscape. He has worked at 
such diverse locations as South Africa, Namibia, Israel, Brazil, Greenland, 
Arctic Canada, Australia, and much of North America. Since 1999 he has 
directed the Landscape Change Program, a web-based archive of Vermont 
landscape history that now holds more than 70,000 images for public 
viewing. 

Dona Brown has been professor of history at the University of Vermont 
since 1994 and earned her Ph.D at the University of Massachusetts at Am-
herst. She is the author of Inventing New England: Regional Tourism in the 
Nineteenth Century (1995) and has published many articles on the history of 
tourism and regionalism. Her newest book, Back to the Land, is reviewed in 
this issue.
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Tom Fels of North Bennington is an independent curator and scholar who 
profiled ceramicist Karen Karnes in Walloomsack Review No. 3, in the spring 
of 2010 and also reviewed a new anthology of the work of novelist Shirley 
Jackson in Walloomsack Review No. 5 in spring of 2011. 

Anthony Marro is co-editor of this journal. He covered Vermont’s venera-
ble U.S. Senator George D. Aiken some years ago as a newspaper reporter 
and now writes about the senator’s other life, that of a horticulturist and 
wildflower authority. 

Jamie Franklin is curator of the Bennington Museum. In 2012 he wrote 
and edited an attendant catalog on Rockwell Kent’s time in Vermont. For 
2013 he is preparing  a major exhibit dealing with the state’s role in the 
Civil War with special focus on Gen. Edward H. Ripley of Rutland and the 
impact the war had on local citizens from all walks of life. 
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Ethnic experimentation

When Alonzo B. Valentine
sought to lure Swedes to Vermont

                               
Paul Searls

 Alonzo B. Valentine and George 
Derosia were two Bennington County men 
who had little in common. Valentine was 
a wealthy and politically influential mill 
owner in Bennington in the late nineteenth 
century. Derosia, a generation younger, 
worked variously as a farmer, marble work-
er, and laborer in lumber camps in several 
Bennington County towns. 
 Their lives intersected in a way that 
Valentine would not have anticipated, but 
Derosia could have deeply appreciated. 
The connection between them speaks 
to several issues in Bennington County’s 
evolution. Among these are the prevalence 
of anti-Catholicism, the ideological and 
practical disconnect between residents of its large and small villages, the 
dramatic growth of summer tourism at the end of the nineteenth century, 
and the obscurity of those whose lives were inconsistent with the image of 
Vermont being sold to tourists. Most of all, it is an unlikely love story: in a 
deeply ironic conclusion to a strange story, Valentine supplied Derosia with 
a wife.
 Born in 1830, Alonzo Buckingham Valentine was the son of Joel 
Valentine, a prosperous Bennington mill owner. After chasing the gold 
rush in California in the 1850s, Alonzo went into grist milling back in 
Bennington. In 1856 he married Alma L. Park, a sister of the ambitious 
Trenor W. Park, who was making several fortunes in California. In 1862 
Valentine entered the Union Army as a lieutenant, emerging from the Civil 
War as a brevet-major. Thereafter he opened a knitting mill in Bennington 
and became president of the Bennington County Savings Bank. He also 
devoted himself to public service. Particularly ardent about school reform, 
Valentine was instrumental in the establishment of a graded school system 

Alonzo B. Valentine 1830-1904
Bennington Museum collection
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for Bennington.  
 Elected to the state Senate in 1886, he served on a committee given 
the task of selecting, procuring, and supplying textbooks to schools across 
the state. By 1888 he was one of the leading citizens not just of Bennington 
County, but also had gained a statewide reputation.1

 By the 1880s, state leaders like Alonzo Valentine were anxious about a 
host of concerns about rural Vermont. Such men were deeply troubled not 
only by the diminishing population of Vermont’s small towns, but also by 
the perceived inferior quality of the ethnically Yankee families who lived in 
them. There was an increasing consensus that rural Vermont was in decline, 
and filled with people apparently lacking the ambition and enterprise to do 
something about it. Compounding the deterioration of rural Yankees was 
the influx of Catholics. In 1889 the Boston Evening Transcript, for example, 
wrote that “a considerable proportion of the hired men have of late been 
French Canadians, and the same element has been getting upon the land, 
occupying some of the disused back farms, or establishing itself in slab shan-
ties which are an eyesore and a menace to the thrifty native farmers.” “For 
a variety of reasons,” the Transcript concluded, “the Vermonters regard the 
occupation of the land by French-Canadians and Irishmen as undesirable.”2

 Among these French-Canadians was George Derosia, who was born in 
the town of Peru in 1880, a half century after Valentine. He was one of the 
three boys and two girls of Eliza Beauvais and Pierre Evariste Laniel, who 

Some of the Swedes who settled in Landgrove pause for a 
photo in front of John Neilson’s house. Sitting in the horse-
drawn buggy are Carl Nyrene, with a pitcher, and Carl 

Westine, having a sip. The young man standing is Charles 
Neilson, eldest son of John, and the boys are John Willie 

Westine, left, and Harry Neilson.
 Karl Pfister III Collection, Landgrove Historical Society
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changed his name to Marcel Derosia after immigrating to Vermont in the 
1870s. Marcel was born in St.-Hermas, Quebec, a short distance west of 
Montreal, while Eliza was born in Saint-Jean-Crystostome, across the river 
from Quebec City. They married in 1877 in Rutland, and by 1882 had 
moved to Dorset. The 1880 census record for Peru lists Marcel Derosia as a 
teamster. His son George followed a similar path. In 1910 he was working 
as a teamster at a marble quarry in Danby. By then he had two daughters by 
his wife, Grace, whom he had married when he was 24 and she was 15. His 
World War I draft registration card lists him as missing four fingers on his 
left hand.
 Fears about the declining quantity – and quality – of rural Vermonters 
spurred the state legislature to act in 1888. To combat rural decay, it created 
a new position called Commissioner of Agricultural and Manufacturing 
Interests. The position was given the charge of compiling information on 
Vermont’s economy and proposing remedies to its weaknesses and failings. 
In early 1889 Alonzo Valentine was appointed to this position, and he threw 
himself energetically into the work. Over the summer of 1889 he distrib-
uted a series of “circulars” to the listers of every Vermont town requesting 
information about the value of its agricultural and manufacturing enter-
prises. The response was, as Valentine admitted, “very meager” and “of little 
value.”3 
 But by then Valentine had already decided on the chief path he would 
pursue to redeem rural Vermont: recruiting to the state a large number of 
farmers from Scandinavia.
 Valentine’s explanation for pursuing a program of importing Scandina-
vians was that he had encountered them in his travels in the West and found 
them to be highly desirable citizens. He also insisted that Scandinavians 
would make good Vermonters in ways that those of French and Irish ances-
try could not. “They are Protestants, and thrifty and peaceable,” Valentine 
wrote, and will “assimilate more readily than any other emigrants who come 
to us.”4 In September 1889 Valentine hosted a tour of Vermont by a friend 
of his, John Nordgren, a Swedish immigrant who had found much success 
settling colonies of Swedes in Nebraska.  
 Nordgren, claiming to be highly impressed with the farmland avail-
able cheaply, guaranteed that he would bring a minimum of fifty Swedish 
families to Vermont the next spring. Valentine used a large portion of his 
commission’s budget to sponsor Nordgren’s subsequent recruiting trip to 
Sweden. Nordgren sailed in December, armed with a map of Vermont that 
Valentine had drawn up with accompanying text in Swedish, detailing in 
shaded areas where especially good farms could be had.
 Valentine’s Swedish recruitment program excited considerable press 
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attention both within and outside the state. Newspapers from coast to coast 
carried stories about it. These tended either to be enthusiastic about the 
scheme or to treat it as an interesting oddity. Either way, judging by the 
letters Valentine reported receiving from interested parties outside the state, 
Valentine was spreading a message that, as the Boston Daily Journal reported 
in October, Vermont “lands are good and cheap.”5 The Bennington Banner, 
which strongly supported Valentine’s program, reported in November that 
correspondence to Valentine about the program had reached “worldwide 
proportions.”6 
 Inside Vermont, the reaction of both press and public was much more 
divided, and debate about it could be very acrimonious. Representative 
opposition to the program was repeatedly revealed in meetings of the Board 
of Agriculture in the winter of 1890. During the discussion period of a 
February meeting in Brandon, one speaker summed up what was apparently 
the feeling of many farmers in calling the program “a humbug.”7 But Valen-
tine capitalized on the program’s notoriety. When he sent out to towns new 
requests for information, they were now returned. In the process of gather-
ing information for the map he gave Nordgren, Valentine compiled quite 
a comprehensive list of Vermont farms for sale. He also built a network of 
citizens in many Vermont towns who volunteered to serve as contacts for 
inquiries sent to Valentine about the acquisition of Vermont farms.
 Nordgren landed in Philadelphia in April 1890 with what Valentine 
counted as fifty-five Swedes representing twenty-seven different families. 
Nordgren had recruited them from his home county of Varmland; all were 
members of the same church in the town of Elgo.8 Among them was August 
Nyren, 41, and his oldest son Carl, who was 18. The commissioner of 
immigration at the Philadelphia port listed August’s occupation as “saw mill 
hand.”9 Valentine met Nordgren’s party in New York City and accompanied 
them back to Vermont. Upon arrival he split them into three colonies, plac-
ing them in the towns of Wilmington, Weston, and Vershire. The Nyrens 
were assigned to Weston with three other families. Valentine’s program 
offered them $25 in cash, a cow, and the promise of low interest rates on 
farms. Needing money immediately, however, most of Weston’s colony 
settled in the adjacent town of Landgrove, where they were offered work in 
one of Silas Griffith’s lumbering operations. Late in the summer of 1890, 
August and Carl Nyren were joined in Landgrove by August’s wife Magdeli-
na and their three younger children: Charlotte, 14, Oliver, 6, and Anna, 4. 
 If August Nyren’s return to his former occupation was not what Val-
entine had hoped for the program, it was a minor disappointment. More 
distressing to Valentine was that, when the legislature reconvened in the 
fall of 1890, the majority of sentiment in the House was strongly hostile to 
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a continuation of Valentine’s commission and to the Swedish recruitment 
program in particular. Valentine submitted a report to the legislature that 
depicted the Swedish program as a resounding success with great potential 
for the future. The report also noted that his work had stimulated unprece-
dented interest in Vermont farms, having spread the word nationwide that 
beautiful summer homes could be had cheaply. But his report, along with 
desperate entreaties to the sympathetic press, could not save the program. In 
November the House voted to end the commission, and Valentine’s Swedish 
recruitment program was over. 
 With that, he and the rest of Vermont largely forgot about the Swedes 
he had recruited. When newspapers recalled the program in following years, 
its memory remained divisive: either its discontinuation was lamented or it 
was scoffed at it as a colossal failure. Mostly, though, it simply passed out of 
view. But the Swedes, at least in Weston, remained. One of the four Weston 
families, the Andersons, moved to a farm in Londonderry by 1900. The 
other three families remained in Landgrove, living along the same road. In 
1893, at the age of 17, Charlotte Nyren married Edward Tifft. A struggling 
farmer eight years older than she, Tifft was part of a family that over two 
generations had become numerous in the town of Dorset. Living first in 
Landgrove, the Tiffts had five children over the next fifteen years.
 On rare occasions in that period, Valentine’s program was remembered. 
Its consequences, however, were profound. After the discontinuation of 
Valentine’s commission, the Vermont State Board of Agriculture decided it 
might as well use the information he had compiled. In 1891 it published 
a pamphlet titled “A List of Desirable Farms at Low Prices.” As the board’s 
members gradually realized that the farms purchased through their exertions 
were almost entirely by urbanites seeking a summer retreat, the board con-
tinually revised its publications. By 1897 the pamphlet’s title was “Vermont: 
Its Fertile Farms and Summer Homes.” By then, the boom in summer 
tourism was well under way. Valentine’s work played an essential role in the 
1890s boom in summer tourism that brought to Vermont many families 
seeking rest, connection with nature, and contact with traditional village 
life. The Bennington Banner in 1904, in response to a Burlington News 
article that called the Swedish program “an absolute, unmitigated failure,” 
wrote that in fact it had been a tremendous success, “not perhaps in the way 
it was intended but in attracting attention to Vermont.”10 

 In 1907 the Board of Agriculture published a pamphlet titled “Beauti-
ful Vermont.” It promised “those tired of the worry and waste of towns . . . 
good living under comfortable conditions” in a state that was “unsurpassed 
as a residence or a playground.” For people like Edward and Charlotte 
Tifft, however, life could be less than comfortable. The 1910 census finds 



Walloomsack Review 13

them in Weston, where Edward worked as a farm laborer. In 1920 Edward 
and Charlotte lived in a lumber camp in Sandgate with their youngest son 
Richard. Charlotte worked as the camp’s cook. Their 12-year-old daughter 
Mildred was sent to live with her grandparents and Uncle Oliver in Pawlet, 
where they had moved in 1907. On the census record, George Derosia was 
listed as boss of the lumber camp. 
 Derosia had spent his adult life working a series of jobs in Danby, 
Mount Tabor, and Peru. By 1920 he was twice divorced. Of his six children, 
four had survived infancy. Somewhere between 1920 and 1926 Charlotte 
divorced Edward Tifft, and in 1926 she and Derosia were married. Valen-
tine had hoped his Swedish recruits would displace migrants of French-Ca-
nadian ancestry in Vermont. Instead, they not only settled amongst them 
and worked with them, but in this and other cases they married them. 
Rather than replacing French-Canadians, Valentine had provided one with a 
wife.
 Charlotte and George were married for the following nineteen years. 
They mostly lived in Danby, where George worked in a marble quarry. 
He died in 1945. After a time Charlotte moved to Arlington to live with 
her brother Carl. Most of her family lived nearby. Her daughter Mildred, 
married and with a family, lived with Charlotte’s brother Oliver in Rutland. 
Her son Richard worked for many years in maintenance at Castleton State 
College. Charlotte died in 1976 two days short of her 100th birthday. Her 
obituary lists her as having four children, three stepdaughters, ten grand-
children, sixteen great-grandchildren and seven great-great-grandchildren.11 
There are many descendants of Charlotte Nyren Tifft Derosia living in the 
Bennington area today.

Notes:

1 Jacob G. Ullery, comp., Men of Vermont: An Illustrated Biographical History of Vermonters and Sons  
   of Vermont (Transcript Publishing Co., Brattleboro, Vt. 1894) Part II,  p. 406.
2 Boston Evening Transcript, 7 August 1889.
3 Report of the Commissioner of Agricultural and Manufacturing Interests of the State of Vermont 
   (Rutland: Tuttle Printing Co., 1890), 5-6.
4 Boston Evening Transcript, 12 August 1889.
5 Boston Daily Journal, 18 October 1889. 
6 Bennington Banner 19 November 1889.
7 Report of the Vermont State Board of Agriculture, 1890, 32, 36, 44, 54, 108; Burlington Free Press, 
   24 January 1890.
8 Bennington Banner 26 April, 1890
9 U.S. Commission of Immigration, “Passenger List of Steamship British Princess from Liverpool,” 5 
   August 1890.
10 Bennington Banner 28 August 1904
11 Bennington Banner 9 February 1976.
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A grand plan: Flirting with treason

How Ethan Allen and his brothers 
chased success in the real estate business

John J. Duffy 

 In memorials produced long after his death in 1789, Ethan Allen has 
been remembered in statues in Vermont and in the Congressional Hall of 
Statuary in Washington, DC; in military posts named for him in Virginia 
during the Civil War and in Colchester, Vermont, an 1890s post, its original 
structures now residential and commercial sites. Though Allen sailed the 
seas only as a British prisoner in 1776, two Union coastal defense boats dis-
played his name in the 1860s. A century later, the nuclear submarine Ethan 
Allen fired the first nuclear-tipped missile from below the ocean’s surface in 
the early 1960s.
 Ethan is probably best remembered from mostly fictional tales and 
stories about his heroic and other deeds, especially the pre-dawn capture of 
the British forts at Ticonderoga and Crown Point in May 1775 during the 
earliest months of the American War for Independence from Great  Britain. 
Some say he was the most important founder of Vermont.
 On that latter point, however, remembrances of Ethan Allen seem to 
forget that he was far from Vermont  when the state’s independence was de-

Ira Allen 1751-1814
Bennington Museum collection
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clared in 1777. He had been a prisoner of the British since September 1775 
when he was captured after foolishly attacking Montreal with only one-hun-
dred poorly armed Americans and Canadians against a force of five-hundred 
defenders – British regulars, Loyalist militia, and Mohawk warriors. After 
nearly three years as a prisoner, he was exchanged for a British officer in 
May 1778 and returned to Vermont. As compensation for his imprison-
ment, Congress commissioned him brevet (temporary) lieutenant colonel 
in 1778 and paid him $75 a month for thirty-one months, the length of his 
imprisonment. 
 Ethan did not seek nor was he called to active duty with the Continen-
tal Army. Instead, he served on Vermont’s Court of Confiscation that seized 
Loyalist property for sale or lease by the state. In that capacity he acquired 
confiscated land from the Court, including the site of today’s Ethan Allen 
Homestead in the Burlington Intervale. He also unsuccessfully petitioned 
the Court to seize Vermont land owned by his younger brother Levi, at the 
time a resident of New York. Ethan served as an unelected advisor to the 
Governor’s Council (predecessor of the Senate) and the General Assembly, 
which sent him on several diplomatic missions to New Hampshire and to 
lobby Congress for Vermont’s admission to the United States. The Assembly 
commissioned him a general to command the Vermont Militia in 1779, 
but in 1783 he  resigned in anger after his wife’s cousin and others publicly 
accused him of treason for negotiating with the British for a separate peace. 
 Ethan Allen and at least six other prominent political leaders of Ver-
mont, including Governor Thomas Chittenden and Ethan’s youngest 
brother Ira, who was Vermont state treasurer, surveyor general, and colo-
nel of militia, did indeed negotiate with the British. Beginning in 1780, 
British officials in New York and General Frederick Haldimand, the military 
governor general of Quebec, initiated and conducted the negotiations with 
the Vermonters under direct orders from the Crown’s ministers in London. 
When it appeared that Congress was unwilling to accept Vermont into the 
confederated United States, the Vermonters sought to ally Vermont as a 
republic within the governance of the British Empire. 
 The extensive surviving American and British documentary records of 
the so-called Haldimand Affair became fully accessible to the public when 
the British Museum sent copies of the British records to Ottawa’s National 
Archives of Canada in the late nineteenth century. A large collection of 
American, mostly Vermont, documents, together with the Haldimand Pa-
pers, have provided the information about those negotiations showing how 
close Vermont came to an imperial alliance between 1781 and 1783 under 
the leadership of a small group of powerful political figures, including Ethan 
and Ira Allen and the so-called Arlington mob, sometimes called the Junto. 
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Ethan Allen in his private correspon-
dence during the so-called Haldi-
mand Affair referred to this group as 
“the private cabinet of Vt.”
 In Vermont from 1780 to 1782, 
correspondence and negotiations 
between Frederic Haldimand and 
Ethan and Ira Allen, Governor 
Thomas Chittenden, and other 
prominent political figures contin-
ued to the point that Haldimand, 
with advice from the Allens and 
approval from London, produced a 
“Proclamation to Vermont”: offer-
ing the Crown’s protection against 
Congress if it sent a military force 
to suppress Vermont’s alliance with  
Britain. For the “private cabinet” 
and other Vermonters with simi-
lar personal interests, Haldimand  
promised  free trade of Vermont’s produce – mostly timber and livestock – 
in Quebec and overseas in England. 
 The arrival of the French navy and army on the east coast of the United 
States in early 1781 produced an allied force of 17,000 French and Amer-
ican troops that defeated 6,000 British led by Lord Cornwallis at York-
town, Virginia, in October 1781. News of the Franco-American victory in 
Virginia, however, led Haldimand to stop distribution of his proclamation 
and suspend negotiations with the Vermonters. The Allens kept up  cor-
respondence with the British after Yorktown and continued to seek their 
own commercial alliance with Britain. Ethan wrote a long letter to General 
Haldimand in June 1782 discussing both the national and Vermont polit-
ical situations, concluding with the pledge, “I shall do Every thing in my 
Power to render this State a British province.” 
 The Yorktown victory forced the Crown to confirm American inde-
pendence and to accept initial plans for the Treaty of Paris in 1783. None-
theless, Ethan Allen continued to correspond with the Crown’s agents in 
Quebec. Writing in April to the Loyalist and former Green Mountain Boy 
Justus Sherwood at the British blockhouse on North Hero Island in north-
ern Lake Champlain, Allen asserted that Britain’s “friends [in Vermont] will 
not Confederate with Congress come on what will but will be independent 
of Independency.”  He also sent a verbal message to Sherwood by James 

General Frederick Haldimand, 
a portrait circa 1778 by Sir Joshua Reynolds 

National Portrait Gallery, London
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Savage of Albany County that Sherwood passed up the chain of command 
to Haldimand’s assistant, Major Robert Mathews, in Quebec nine days 
later: As Sherwood reported the verbal message, Ethan Allen, James Savage, 
and either Daniel or Alexander Campbell, Loyalists from Schenectady, were 
involved in a plan to speedily settle “the northern parts of Vermont and the 
Grand Isle with the distressed loyal subjects now in the colonies.”  
 The Allens knew those negotiations with the British were a risky and 
dangerous business. As state’s attorney pro tem when he first returned to 
Bennington from the British prison in New York City, Ethan Allen himself 
had won the conviction and hanging of the Loyalist David Redding for 
treason and knew the fatal consequences if plotting with Haldimand failed 
and his treason proven. Yet Allen had trusted Savage with a potentially 
explosive message – if its contents ever saw light of day in Vermont. Savage 
reported to Sherwood,  “It is determined in the private cabinet of Vt. to 
give every possibel [sic] encouragement to loyal subjects in the Colonies to 
remove into the northern parts of Vt. and on this Island [North Hero], by 
this policy (A)[llen] thinks there may soon be a party found in opposition 
to Congress, sufficient to bring about revolution in favor of Vt’s uniting 
with Canada and becoming a British Gov’t.” 
 The Allen brothers and several friends, including Joseph Fay of Ben-
nington, author of the Vermont Declaration of Independence (1777) and 
an intermediary and messenger in the Haldimand Affair, spent most of the 
summer of 1783 promoting the sale of lands they owned in northwestern 
Vermont to Loyalists and a free-trade relationship between Vermont and 
Quebec. Seeking an official free-trade compact, they petitioned Frederick 
Haldimand and lower level officials for permission to send livestock to the 
Montreal and Quebec markets, initially asking for a contract to supply beef 
to the army. Quebec had a surplus of beef at the time, the Allens were told, 
but other products, except peltry [wild animal pelts, chiefly beaver], would 
be considered for an exemption from import tariffs. In the meantime, 
British customs officers at Fort St John on the Richelieu River, twenty miles 
above the border, reported growing exports of Quebec and English  prod-
ucts to the Champlain valley. The Allens undoubtedly felt pressure from the 
competitive Quebec market to sell land and bring settlers to the Champlain 
islands and other real estate they owned in northwestern Vermont. Loyalists 
from the Hudson River Valley and western Connecticut had good reasons 
to head north. The Allens had land to sell them on long terms with little 
or no cash down for settlement in a state where land taxes were small or nil 
due to  revenue reaped through the Courts of Confiscation. 
 In Vermont, the topic of selling northwestern Vermont’s land to  former 
Loyalists became a debatable matter. The Vermont Gazette published an 
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article in which the author recommended welcoming Loyalists to settle in 
northwestern Vermont, but a rebuttal article three weeks later disapproved 
of bringing Loyalists into Vermont as a betrayal of Vermont’s revolutionary 
past. 
 For Ethan and Ira Allen, ideological debates on the Loyalist settlement 
issue had no bearing. They needed cash. Despite a pent-up demand for 
land, the postwar recession of the 1780s was slow to recover. The Allens 
had legal titles to nearly 200,000 acres of unimproved land  in the northern 
Champlain Valley from Ferrisburg and Charlotte north to the border, 
the rough equivalent of five townships.  Though New York titles still 
encumbered some of their holdings, nearly all of their land inventory had 
been granted originally by New Hampshire and later warranted by the 
Vermont General Assembly. 
 To turn land into cash, they placed “Land for Sale” advertisements 
in  Connecticut’s Hartford Courant. And they wrote to prominent former 
Loyalists who had returned to America after the war, offering land at very 
distressed prices, which even then would turn a profit for the Allens.  A 
substantial portion of their holdings had been acquired between 1771 and 
1775, the most active years of their Onion River Land Company during the 
price-depressing Green Mountain Boys’ insurgency against New York over 
legality of New Hampshire land titles. They also acquired extensive acreage 
during the war by grants from the legislature for their services. On Ethan’s 
return from prison to command the Vermont militia, he was paid for his 
services in that office in late 1779 with a grant of the two largest Champlain 
islands, the Two Heroes. He enlisted thirty associates to pledge fee payment 
with him. Brother Ira was paid for his services to the state in 1780-81 with 
a grant of the town of Alburgh. They also acquired the town of Swanton, 
originally granted by New York to Simon Metcalfe, who spent most of the 
war years under arrest by the Americans for suspicion of spying. When Met-
calfe and original Abenaki residents returned to Swanton after the war, the 
Allens denied their claims and drove them off. 
 The long-running dispute between New York and Vermont over 
conflicting claims to jurisdictional authority to grant title to lands west of 
the Connecticut River – the so-called New Hampshire Grants dispute – lay 
dormant during the war,  but came out of  limbo after the peace. The soon-
er Ethan Allen could turn his land holdings into cash, the closer he would 
come to fulfilling his long-held aspirations to the life of a gentleman farmer 
and rustic philosopher. So in 1784 he announced that he and his family 
would remove from Sunderland to a new home and farm of 1,400 acres in 
Burlington. From that location he could manage his land business in the 
northwest sector of Vermont. 
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  Leaving his new home in Burlington in the summer of 1788,  Ethan 
Allen went to Canada with his brother Levi to meet the new governor gen-
eral, Guy Carleton, at his headquarters in Quebec. Levi successfully guided 
their lumber raft to Quebec for sale to English buyers. Upon arriving at the 
British stronghold, Ethan wrote a long letter to Carleton introducing him-
self and offering an analysis of the political situation of the United States in 
relation to Vermont and Great Britain. Focusing directly on Vermont, he 
told Carleton how he approved  the goals of the earlier Haldimand negotia-
tions and hoped Carleton would eventually adopt those policies and seek to 
ally the now-independent Vermont with the British Empire. His support-
ing arguments were all economic – Vermont’s proximity to the Canadian 
markets and access to overseas transportation, the quality of the exported 
products, mainly lumber and livestock, and the prosperity that fair trade 
would bring to Montreal and Quebec as well as Vermont. After a dinner 
meeting with Carleton and his staff the Allens headed home, where with 
Ira they developed a Grand Plan to send Levi directly to London to obtain 
a free-trade agreement for Vermont and to secure a license to build a canal 
from St. John on the Richelieu around impassable shoals and rapids to the 
St. Lawrence River. 
 Seven months later, on February 12, 1789, visiting his cousin Ebenezer 
Allen at the south end of South Hero, Ethan Allen had a stroke, lost con-
sciousness on the ice off Allen’s Point and died on a hay sled a few miles 
from his home on the Winooski River in Burlington. Levi was on his way to 
England, where he finally learned of Ethan’s death in May. With a commis-
sion as envoy from the state of Vermont, he lobbied Whitehall and Parlia-
ment for two years, finally winning an exclusive free-trade agreement for 
Vermont to export its products, except peltry, to Quebec and England from 
Lake Champlain. The canal wouldn’t happen until the 1840s. Whitehall 
correctly doubted that the rough-edged Vermonters had sufficient capital for 
the project. 
 Ethan Allen had sold the family’s Connecticut farm in the late 1760s. 
He had tried hunting deer for their skins, a niche at the rock bottom of 
the colonial economy that he soon abandoned for the New Hampshire 
Grants, where money was to be made as a land speculator. By 1775 Ethan 
and his brothers  knew that their personal economic interests and security 
were intimately connected to commerce between northwestern Vermont 
and the province of Quebec. Lake Champlain and the Richelieu River 
would eventually become the highway to carry the commerce of the newly 
settled territory. The expansion of their land holdings on the shores of 
Lake Champlain in northwestern Vermont in the years before the war and 
continuing after Ethan’s return from prison could only drive home to them 
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the real necessity of linking his service to Vermont to his personal interests. 
In the depths of the war between  Britain and the United States he made a 
bold and very dangerous  attempt to expand that linkage in a way that could 
have either stabilized and enriched his and his family’s fortunes or cost him 
his life as a traitor. 
 Historians for more than 150 years have disputed his motives and role 
in the Haldimand negotiations. Some have said he simply lied to both Con-
gress and Frederick Haldimand; others say it was the only tactic he could 
come up with to save Vermont from the British army and greedy Yorkers. 
Well, maybe, but I keep hearing another northern farmer’s words of advice 
when  I read those arguments. 
 He’s the father advising his unmarried son  Sam to prepare for marriage 
in Tennyson’s Northern Farmer: “Dosn’t thou ‘ear my ‘erse’s legs, as they 
canters awaäy? / Proputty, proputty, proputty — that’s what I ‘ears ‘em saäy. 
/ Proputty, proputty, proputty.”
 According to both Levi and Ira Allen in their autobiographies, their 
father, Joseph Allen, advised his sons long and often to invest in land, “pro-
putty, proputty, proputty.” Good sons all, they followed their father’s advice. 
Levi observed about the Allen brothers in a letter home from his mission in 
London: “Amasingly Ambitious.” 

-0-

 The Allens’ ambitions didn’t end with Ethan’s death. Six years later, 
Ira secured a loan in Boston of $30,000 with a mortgage on his extensive 
Burlington and Colchester properties, including profitable mills on the 
Winooski River. Ira went to England ostensibly to buy muskets and cannon 
to arm the Vermont militia. The British government denied him the right 
to purchase weapons, fearing they would be turned against Canada. So he 
went to France and bought with cash and extended credit, 20,000 muskets 
and cannon the French took from the British army they had defeated in 
1796, the spoils of the defeat of  “The noble Duke of York” and his 10,000 
men. Ira’s chartered freighter, however, was intercepted by the British navy 
and his war surplus weapons were taken from him, launching a legal battle 
over ownership that lasted for nearly ten years, during which the guns rust-
ed to scrap in a New York warehouse where he had shipped them after the 
Admiralty judge granted bail for the ship’s cargo. An impoverished Ira lost 
his land businesses in Vermont, avoided  imprisonment for debt by fleeing 
to Kentucky, and finally settled in Philadelphia where he died a pauper in 
1814. Levi had died in a debtor’s room in Gideon King’s Tavern on the 
Burlington waterfront in 1801. 
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Notes:

  Microfilm copies of  the Frederick Haldimand Papers provide the 
extensive correspondence between the British in Canada and Ethan, Ira, 
and other Vermont leaders from 1780 to 1784. They are accessible in the 
Special Collections of the Bailey-Howe Library, University of Vermont, the 
Vermont State Archives, and the National Library and Archives in Ottawa. 
Much of the correspondence from the Allens and their associates in the 
Haldimand negotiations and after 1784 with Quebec’s Governor General 
Guy Carleton is also reproduced in Ethan Allen and His Kin: Selected Corre-
spondence, 2 volumes, ed. by John J. Duffy et al. (Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England, 1998). 
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The impact of Interstate highways 
89 and 91 on Vermont’s economy 

and demographics

Arthur Woolf

 In 1960, as Vermont’s Interstate highways were just beginning to be 
constructed, the U.S. census counted 390,000 people living in Vermont.  
The 1900 census counted 343,000 residents in the Green Mountain State, 
so over the course of more than half a century, Vermont’s population grew 
by only 13 percent – less than the nation grew in the decade of the 1950s 
alone.    And while Vermont’s population nearly stagnated in the first half of 
the twentieth century, the U.S. population more than doubled.  
 Slow population growth was part of Vermont’s history as people who 
were born here left, and few migrated into the state.  
 Indeed, at every census count since 1820, Vermont’s population had 
grown more slowly than the nation, and in some decades, the state actual-
ly lost population.  Even in the 1950s, with its post-war prosperity and at 
the height of the baby boom, Vermont’s population grew by an anemic 3.2 
percent, less than one-fifth the national growth rate. 

An aerial photograph near the Waterbury interchange, taken in1960, shows 
the large scale of landscape change involved in highway construction. 

Photographs courtesy of the University of Vermont Landscape Change Program
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 After that, Vermont’s population picture changed significantly.   By 
1970, when most of the Interstate was complete, Vermont’s demographic 
picture looked a lot different than it had for the previous century and a half.  
Between 1960 and 1970, Vermont’s population grew by 14 percent, slightly 
faster than the U.S. as a whole, and the first time Vermont could make that 
claim since the first decade of the nineteenth century.  That pattern would 
continue for several decades.  In the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, Vermont’s 
population grew faster than the nation as a whole.  
 What had changed between 1960 and 1970?  One major factor was the 
construction and near-completion of the Interstate highways, which acceler-
ated Vermont’s integration into the national economy.  
 That process had begun in the early 1800s, as the construction of 
canals connected Lake Champlain with the St. Lawrence and Hudson River 
transportation systems, allowing Vermont’s resources to be sold outside the 
state and bringing goods into the state at much lower costs than had been 
possible before the canals.   The construction of railroads in the mid-nine-
teenth century had similar impacts.  
 In the 1950s a car trip to from Vermont to Boston or New York was 
a major undertaking.  By 1970 you could leave either city after a breakfast 
and be in Vermont by lunchtime.  That made Vermont’s ski areas much 
more accessible to the urban populations of the northeast and contributed 
to the industry’s growth.  And with Vermont an easy drive from Boston or 
New York, a significant number of those skiers turned into homeowners.  In 
1960 there were 18,000 seasonal homes in Vermont (a number that in-
cludes camps that were most likely owned by Vermonters).   A decade later 
there were more than 25,000 vacation homes and the 1980 census counted 
34,000 seasonal homes in Vermont — nearly double the number that exist-
ed twenty years earlier.
 The Interstate highways also benefited businesses in the state.  Rail-
roads had provided an inexpensive way to ship products from Vermont, 
but for high-valued, perishable, and time-sensitive goods, producers need 
to be located near their customers.  This put Vermont’s manufacturers at a 
geographic disadvantage.  The reduction in travel time benefited all manu-
facturers, but even more importantly, made Vermont a more attractive and 
profitable location for firms that would not have considered Vermont as a 
location in which to locate a production facility.  
 Finally, average Vermonters benefited from faster transportation times 
and lower transportation costs.  With lower transportation costs, prices that 
Vermonters paid for goods were lower.  And, to the extent that the Inter-
state highways made Vermont a more profitable place to locate a business, it 
increased Vermonters’ job opportunities.
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 By the 1970s, Vermont’s economy was well integrated into the national 
economy.  The state’s per capita income was 89 percent of the national aver-
age.  In the mid 1950s, Vermont’s income was only 80 percent of the U.S. 
average, about where Mississippi is today.  And today, Vermont’s income is 
equal to the U.S. average.
 All of these are plausible impacts.  We know when the Interstate was 
built, and we know facts about income, second homes, and population.  But 
correlation is not causality, and it is impossible to know whether the Inter-
state was solely or even primarily responsible for these changes in Vermont’s 
economy.  It’s possible that these events — the rise of Vermont’s tourism 
sector, the increase in the state’s population growth rate, and others — 
would have occurred had the Interstates never been built.  Nonetheless, the 
correlation is strong, and does suggest that the Interstates did fundamentally 
change Vermont in many ways.  
 Whatever the actual impact of the Interstate highway on Vermont’s 
demographics and economics, it is hard to imagine Vermont as it is today 
without the benefits this transportation networks provides to Vermont’s 
residents, businesses, and visitors.
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Memories of a dying generation

The cultural legacy of Vermont’s
Interstate highways is preserved online 

 Analeisha Vang and Paul Bierman

    Scenes that are now com-
mon to the collective Amer-
ican experience – taking 
a cross-country road trip, 
shopping at a mall or super-
store, and dining at a chain 
restaurant – are easier today 
than they were 50 years ago 
because of the largest and most 
expensive construction project 
ever undertaken by the United 
States government. Though 
it has been more than half a 
century since the Federal-Aid 
Highway Act passed Congress, 
was signed into law by Presi-
dent Eisenhower, and construc-
tion of the Interstate highways began, the cultural legacy of this enormous 
undertaking is still unfolding.
    Although the effect of Interstate highway construction on life in urban 
areas has been widely studied (e.g., Connerly 2002, Mohl 2004, Napolitan 
2008), much less is known about the impact of  the Interstates on rural 
populations and landscapes. Vermont is a profoundly rural state where 
Interstate highway alignments mostly bypassed cities and towns. Instead 
of breaking up a neighborhood, a newly constructed highway would often 
separate farmer from field. 
    Here in Vermont, unique among states, we have a robust photograph-
ic record of Interstate construction between 1958 and 1978. Held by the 
Vermont State Archives and Records Administration, these images show 321 
miles of Interstate highway roadway before, during, and after construction, 
primarily taken by Donald Weidenmayer and other photographers working 
with him. Images of construction on feeder routes are also part of the collec-

The farmhouse that Sara Gluckman’s grand-
parents once occupied in Barton. This 1970 
photograph shows part of the Interstate 91 
right-of-way in the foreground. 
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tion. The photography program was originally designed as a way to safe-
guard the state of Vermont in the event of a dispute over the value of 
properties seized by eminent domain, but highway photography continued 
for more than 20 years as construction continued. As a result, more than 
36,000 photographs, (mostly large format negatives) show transformation 
of the landscape. This project, called “Interpreting the Interstates,” has 
been made possible in part by a major grant from the National Endowment 
for the Humanities. These images are now available to view online (www.
uvm.edu/interstate). They are part of a larger, searchable archive of historic 
Vermont imagery that we have maintained at the university since 1999 with 
the support of the National Science Foundation (www.uvm.edu/landscape). 
Using these photographs, in conjunction with oral histories and anonymous 
attitude surveys, we are documenting the legacy of the Interstate Highway 
System in Vermont.
 The photographs in the collection weave a compelling and moving 
narrative. Some of the most haunting images are those of doomed homes. 
Often families were occupying the homes while the photographs were 
taken, and the things of daily life – family photos on the wall, toys on the 
floor, and fastidiously made beds – make the viewer feel like a voyeur. Other 
times, families had already moved on and the homes looked empty and de-
crepit with snow falling in through the front door, piles of discarded clothes 

Ground-level photography shows the magnitude of landscape changes 
as well as closeups of large machines used to build highways. This image 
captures the clearing of trees and rock in Middlesex in 1959.
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in a corner, and wires hanging where appliances had once been.  
 The highways drastically changed the Vermont landscape. Aerial pho-
tographs from the collection show the scale of change wrought by Interstate 
construction. Ground-level images show machines pushing tons of rock, 
dirt, trees, and buildings to make way for the coming highway. These pho-
tographs of empty or soon to be empty homes and altered landscapes are 
one legacy of the Interstate; they show both destruction of what was and the 
creation of something new. 
   To understand how the construction of the highway system in Vermont 
affected people, we used two different tools. We collected 182 attitude 
surveys to understand people’s attitudes about the highway system and we 
collected 16 oral histories. Our anonymous-attitude survey  included basic 
demographic information such as age, duration of residence in Vermont, 
and extent of Interstate highway use, as well as more specific questions 

 This summer 1965 photograph taken in Swanton shows Interstate 
highway 89 soaring over the Missisquoi River and bisecting farm fields. 
The splitting of farms was a much more common occurrence in Ver-
mont than splitting of neighborhoods.
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about opinions such as whether the person completing the survey thought 
towns closer to the Interstate were more prosperous, and whether the 
Interstate affected businesses in a positive or negative way. The surveys were 
distributed in a paper form during talks at grange halls, libraries, and senior 
events.  A similar version of the survey was distributed via an Internet link. 
 Interview subjects for oral histories were found primarily through 
talks – the same talks where the surveys were distributed – and through the 
recommendations of community members. Interviews focused on peoples’ 
experiences related to the Interstate highway system including their memo-
ries of planning and construction. The interviews were unscripted and lasted 
anywhere from 15 minutes to more than an hour. 
 The average survey responder was 54 years old and had lived in Ver-
mont 35 years. Most responders did not use the Interstate highway on a 
daily basis; 42 percent used the highway once a week and 30 percent used 
the road once a month. Somewhat less than half of those surveyed believe 
or strongly believe that the highway improved their quality of life on a daily 
basis. 
 This assertion that the quality of life and convenience has improved 
since the construction of the Interstate highway system was made during 
many of the interviews. For example, Anne Nash, a Dummerston resident 
believes that, 

“It (the Interstate highway) is mainly a way to get from point A to B. I 
appreciate the fact that we can get there sooner than we would have oth-
erwise … I remember the time before the interstate was built and we had 
to drive on those slow roads. It was difficult and it wasn’t fun.” 

Convenience, however, comes at a price and some Vermonters did not be-
lieve that the convenience was worth it. Ruth Barton, another Dummerston 
resident believes that, 

“[Without the Interstate highway] people wouldn’t have as high a stan-
dard of living but I’m not sure that it’s necessary … My father said it 
would change Vermont and maybe not for the better, and I think he was 
right.”

 
 Vermonters believe that the Interstate highway changed their state. 
More than 90 percent of those surveyed agree or strongly agree that towns 
closer to the highway experienced more change than towns further away, 
and more than 50 percent of responders believe that the culture or overall 
feeling of their town has changed since the coming of the highway. Many 
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people discussed these changes during interviews. For example, Alexei Hu-
dak of Swanton responded that, 

“I think (the Interstate highway) has led to the sort of general homoge-
nization of Vermont culture. Not that we don’t still have good Vermont 
culture but it has definitely led us down that road more and more so. You 
know, places start to look like anywhere USA.” 

 This sense of identity being lost is perhaps best illustrated by a quote 
from Ginger Isham of Williston who, when asked if it bothers her that peo-
ple only associate Williston with the conglomeration of shopping centers at 
Taft Corners replied, 

“Yeah, it bothers me. I don’t like to have people think Taft Corners is 
what Williston is like. All of Williston is not like that. They don’t under-
stand that south of the Interstate is not Taft Corners.” 

 While many interviews help to illustrate the results of the anonymous 
survey, the strength of the oral histories is that they allow the conversation 
to flow to topics important to the interviewee. For instance, Ginger Isham, 
who was quoted earlier, discussed how different it is to travel on the Inter-
state highway versus the smaller state roads. 

“The Interstate is so commercial, it’s non-friendly I think. But there’s 
times, because of the fast life we live now, that you want to avoid certain 
areas that are so congested that you’ll get on the Interstate. When we travel 
toward Montpelier, we will go on the Interstate but we will come back 
along the friendly roads just because we like to see Vermont’s beauty, we 
want to see the environment; we want to see the changes in these small 
towns that you can’t see on the Interstate. It makes you stop and become 
aware of your surroundings . . .  For instance it’s wonderful to go to 
Middlebury. There’s no Interstate and there’s two or three ways to get to 
Middlebury, and you feel like you’re connected to Vermont. You feel like, 
‘This is the real Vermont.’ The Interstate, it doesn’t make you feel this is 
the real Vermont as these back roads do.”

 Ginger Isham was not the only Vermonter to speak passionately about 
a subject the survey could never hope to capture. Steven Coon of St. Albans 
Town discussed the car culture of the 1960s and the Interstate. 

“By 1968 the segment up here in St. Albans, St. Albans to Burlington 
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was completed and it was fantastic. As a sixteen-year-old kid you jump 
in your car and you can drive 65 to 70 miles an hour down the road and 
the cars were cooler back then. You know if you take a look at the really 
cool cars, the late 60s had really cool cars. The whole culture was built 
around muscle cars and the price of gas was around 30 cents a gallon and 
you could fill up your car for 5 bucks and drive wherever you wanted.”

Sherman Gage, a former chief engineer for the Vermont Agency of Trans-
portation, made similar statements about car culture and the freedom of the 
open road. 

“It’ll always be the car. We all have different opinions on that but look at 
the car companies, look at the designs. People like that freedom. That’ll 
never change.” 

People’s occupations and life experiences influenced which stories we heard. 
One such person was Sara Gluckman of Glover. When she was young her 
grandparents owned a farm in Barton. She discussed her grandparents buy-
ing the farm and working it, recounting with pride that her family’s farm 
was the first in the area to own a cooling milk tank. Her grandparent’s farm, 
including the farmhouse itself, was directly in the path of Interstate 91 and 
was demolished (Figure 7). Even years later she expresses her grief at the loss 
of her grandparent’s home, 

“There’s a little hole in your life because it’s not there any more . . . My 
grandparents had their 50th wedding anniversary in that house.” 

Many other Vermont farms lost buildings and acreage to make way for the 
Interstate highway. While some farms, like that of Sara Gluckman’s grand-
parents ceased to exist, others lost only part of their land. Warren Blodgett 
of Orleans had nine acres of prime land on the edge of his farm taken. 
With the money he received for those nine acres, he bought 23 acres from a 
neighbor and continued to run his dairy farm.
 More than 36,000 photographs taken during Interstate highway con-
struction in Vermont document the transformation of a profoundly rural 
state between 1958 and 1978 and are available to the public free of charge 
at www.uvm.edu/interstate. Since construction began, a half century has 
passed but the memories of a dying generation – those who remember an 
America before a network of highways linked our cities – remain passionate 
and strong. Though for some the memories are painful, nearly everyone 
interviewed commented on the positive effects the highway system had on 
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the state of Vermont, and on our country as a whole. It then seems that the 
cultural legacy of the interstate in Vermont is one of change, encompassing 
both loss of the past and the creation of something new and useful.
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‘A garden in the woods’

Preserving Senator George Aiken’s
pioneering wildflower heritage

Anthony Marro

 By the time George D. Aiken retired from the U.S. Senate in 1975 after 
serving seven terms, he was 83 years old, widely respected, and considered 
an expert on foreign affairs and energy policy as well as agriculture.  In 
Vermont he was so popular that he spent only $17.09 on his last re-election 
campaign, most of it for postage.  He ran 
unopposed.  He was praised by many for 
reportedly having said at the height of the 
Vietnam war that the United States should 
“just declare victory and bring the troops 
home.”  In fact, he never said that in pre-
cisely those words – what he said was more 
nuanced * – but neither did he claim to have 
been misquoted when the statement was 
repeated in numerous news stories.  He also 
liked to say that he was the last member of 
the Senate who knew how to milk a cow, 
although he admitted privately that milking 
cows was one of the few things about farm-
ing he didn’t enjoy.  
 As state legislator, lieutenant governor, 
and two-term governor from 1937 through 
1941, Aiken was a leader of the Vermont 
Republican Party’s progressive wing.  His father had embraced the ideals 
of Teddy Roosevelt’s “Bull Moose” Progressive Party, and the young Aiken 
had followed his lead.   He advocated regulation of electrical utilities, banks, 
and railroads, all of which were popular positions with farmers at the time.  
The farmers distrusted bankers as a matter of course; were bitter about the 
refusal of the utilities to string power lines into rural areas, leaving many 
farms lighted by kerosene lamps; and they grumbled about the fact that 
the railroads generally charged more for short-haul cargo, such as milk and 
other farm products, than for long-haul cargo, such as marble and gran-
ite.  Aiken also was an advocate of organizing rural electrical cooperatives 

Students in the Ideals Program 
at Mount Anthony Union 
High School have done volun-
teer work on the Aiken trail 
for several years. Navigating 
the wheelbarrow here is Brett 
Vlach.
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to bring power to the farms, which 
the private utilities opposed, and an 
opponent of attempts by the private 
utilities to dam Vermont rivers for 
their own use in the name of “flood 
control.”  
 In his 1938 book Speaking 
From Vermont, Aiken wrote that a 
flood-control plan would give the 
utilities too much power over the 
destiny of the state by controlling 
much of its water, and that the 
proposal was killed by his legislative 
committee.  “Of the two evils, occa-
sional floods seemed preferable,” he 
wrote.
 In later years he liked to say:  
“When I first went to Montpelier 
they put me on the Conservation 
Committee.  They did that because they knew I liked wildflowers.  But that 
was the committee that also handled the power bills.”  And here he would 
pause briefly for emphasis before adding “And that’s where they made their 
mistake.”
 Nearly everything written about Aiken has focused on his accomplish-
ments in government and his political legacy.  But a project now under way 
in the Hadwen Woods – the six-acre stand of towering pines adjacent to the 
Bennington Museum – is intended to restore Aiken’s reputation as a pioneer 
in the conservation and propagation of wildflowers. The roadmap for the 
project is Pioneering With Wildflowers, a book he wrote in 1933 that went 
through five printings.  The wildflower effort, now entering its fifth year, is 
expected to be a work in progress for many years to come. It involves the 
creation of a lively woodland garden called “The George D. Aiken Wild-
flower Trail in the Hadwen Woods.”  Eventually it will consist of many of 
the 318 species of native wildflowers (Turtlehead, Merrybells, Bleeding-
heart, Bloodroot, Jack-in-the-Pulpit, Cardinalflower, Blue Phlox, Virginia 
Bluebell, Starflower, Columbine, Blueflag Iris and Anemone among them) 
and 44 species of native ferns that Aiken loved, propagated, described in his 
book, and urged others to grow. 
 The work, which has been done mainly by volunteers, has involved ex-
panding, widening, and mulching the trails through the woodlot; installing 
drainage pipes in culverts; cutting up fallen trees and branches to form trail 

Senator George D. Aiken grew peaches 
at his home in Putney. This photo was 
taken in 1966 by Tyler Resch
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borders; removing thousands of inva-
sive plants, such as burdock, bitter-
sweet, briars, buckthorn, garlic mus-
tard, barberry, thistles, and burning 
bush; and planting a great many na-
tive flowers, ferns, and flowering trees.  
A low stone wall donated in memory 
of Jack and Helen Cleary of Woodford 
has been built as an entrance feature, 
and a bronze plaque about Aiken set 
on a large granite boulder in memory 
of Bettenell Miller, an early volunteer 
backer of the project, has been placed 
on the trail. The intent is to create a 
place where people can hike, picnic, 
attend outdoor classes about envi-
ronmental subjects, and enjoy native 
plants. 

 The idea for the project came from the first issue of the Walloomsack Re-
view, which reprinted an article Aiken had written in 1917 about a thriving 
business in the area around Woodford Mountain that harvested and shipped 
fancy and Christmas ferns all over the country.  The great bulk of the ferns 
were sold to florists, but ferns also were used by grocers to display fish and 
meats on beds of ice in days before refrigeration.  Back then, about 20,000 
ferns were picked daily in the mountains of southwestern Vermont during 
September and October.
 The article caught the attention of Jackie Marro, who had been given 
a copy of Pioneering With Wildflowers by Aiken back in 1967, when her 
husband (the author of this article) was an intern in Aiken’s Washington 
office. She had become increasingly interested in native plants after trips 
to the “Garden in the Woods” in Framingham, Massachusetts, the premier 
wildflower garden in New England.  She wrote to Stephen Perkins, then the 
museum director, asking if he would be interested in having her try to put 
together a group of volunteers to create a wildflower garden in the museum’s 
Hadwen Woods, both as an enhancement to the museum property and as 
a memorial to Aiken as a wildflower pioneer.  He quickly replied that he 
would.
 George David Aiken was born on August 20, 1890, in a small farm-
house in Putney.  He attended a red one-room schoolhouse there and grad-
uated from Brattleboro High School in 1909. In a far corner of a pasture of 
the farm his father ran there was a woodlot filled with wildflowers.  Aiken 

Bennington Boy Scout Troop 353 and 
their parents pose for a photograph in 
front of a kiosk that features informa-
tion about the trail. David Malinows-
ki, second from right, front row, earned 
his Eagle Scout  rank in part from his 
work on the kiosk.
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said that he became entranced with them from about the age of eight. He 
was so filled with wonder and delight by studying them when he was sup-
posed to be rounding up the cows for milking that other family members 
would be sent to find him and bring him back home along with the cows. 
He became passionate and poetic about what he found, writing: 
 “What a paradise of wildflowers the early pioneers must have found.  
Looking at some of these flowers, I can see the pages of history turn back-
ward and visualize those who gazed upon them for the first time.
 “In the Showy Ladyslipper, I see the Jesuits of France, their canoes 
breasting the currents of mighty rivers, as they plunge deeper and deeper 
into the forests to establish outposts of civilization in the far flung recesses 
of the vast Canadian wilderness . . .
 “And the Hepaticas, Bloodroots, Violets and Columbine, in them is 
colonial New England – school days, homemade clothes and bare feet, 
the bunch of flowers shyly placed on the teacher’s desk, childhood games, 
laughter and sorrow.”
 In 1912 he borrowed $100 to begin planting raspberries, and within 
five years had 500 acres devoted mainly to fruits and berries.  He eventually 
became the largest grower of raspberries in New England.  In 1926 he began 
the commercial growing of wildflowers and ferns and later established a 
substantial mail-order catalog business with the motto:  “Grown in Vermont 
– They’re Hardy.”   By the time of World War II, Aiken’s nursery was using 
a greenhouse to start cabbage, tomato, and pepper plants from seed to sell in 
the spring. It had women making Christmas boughs from evergreens to sell 
in the holiday season, and a catalog that had grown to 24 pages.  He sold 
the business in 1953 after being elected to a third term in the U.S. Senate.
 The bulk of Aiken’s nursery revenue came from fruits and berries, 

Entrance to the George Aiken Wildflower Trail
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but the propagation of wildflowers was a labor of love, undertaken in part 
because he feared they would be lost if people didn’t take an interest in 
protecting them and growing them.  As he wrote in his book’s introduction: 
“Constantly pushed back by immigrant people, immigrant animals, and 
even immigrant plants, many species are now making a gallant last stand 
in the face of extermination.  If some of them are to be saved, it must be 
through the prompt action of our people.  We must learn how to propagate 
and grow all the worthwhile species. . .”  He dedicated the book: “To Peter 
Rabbit in the hope that flattery will accomplish what traps and guns have 
failed to do and that the little rascal will let our plants alone from this time 
on.”
 The Aiken catalog was mailed to customers in virtually every state and 
many foreign countries.  Stephen Terry, who worked for Aiken as a legisla-
tive aide, said that when he was traveling abroad on behalf of the Senate and 
State Department, Aiken would be particularly pleased when people he met 
at embassy receptions would ask him if he was related to the Aiken who had 
the catalog business in Vermont.    
 The former Aiken nursery went out of business two decades ago but 
the volunteers’ plan for the wildflower trail will keep its legacy alive.  The 
site of the trail is a woodlot that was given to the museum by George Had-
wen and his family.  Hadwen was a prominent businessman who owned 
the Pennysaver Press, and was a museum trustee.  The woodlot has a large, 
covered open-air pavilion near the entrance suitable both for educational 
programs and social events.  For several years the trails were maintained 
largely by Norman Wilder, who took a single short and overgrown trail that 
had been built by students from 
Monument Elementary School and 
expanded it through the pine grove 
while creating another trail through 
the hardwoods that border Jennings 
Brook. 
 Since early in 2009, the work 
of creating the woodland garden 
has been done mainly by a small 
cadre of volunteers who are master 
gardeners or Bennington Garden 
Club members.  They have had help 
from students in the Ideals program 
at Mt. Anthony Union High School, 
both the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts (who created information kiosks), and 
work crews from Bennington College, Southern Vermont College, and the 

James Mabee sets the descriptive plaque 
at the Aiken Trail’s entrance.
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Bennington Museum.  Some supporters of the project have done heavy-du-
ty weeding, planting, brush cutting, and trail building, while others have 
donated money and plants.  Ann Herrick donated a hooked rug with a 
McAdoo wildflower design she had made, and when it was raffled off it 
raised more than $900 for tools and plants.
 While the area survived both Hurricanes Irene and Sandy with minimal 
damage, a fierce windstorm on December 21, 2012, knocked over more 
than thirty of the towering pines, leaving the area looking like a war zone. 
But by early March 2013 the fallen trees had been removed, most of the 
fallen branches had been ground into mulch, and the process of restoring 
and enhancing “the garden in the woods” had begun.
 “What a wonderful thing it would be if just outside every city or large 
town there could be established a wildflower preserve,” Aiken wrote in his 
book.  That is what the project intends to bring to Bennington, and anyone 
wanting to help can contact the project’s co-chairs, Sara Bonthuis at sara-
bonthuis@gmail.com or Jackie Marro at jcminvt@hotmail.com. 

 *What Aiken actually said was that “the United States could well de-
clare unilaterally that we have ‘won’ in the sense that our armed forces 
are in control of most of the field and no potential enemy is in a posi-
tion to establish its authority over South Vietnam.”  Such a statement, 
he said, “would herald the resumption of political warfare” — not 
combat— “as the dominant theme in Vietnam.”  
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Book Reviews

Revisiting Montague Farm:
the long, sad tale of its demise 

Reviewed by Dona Brown

    The 1960s and ‘70s marked a 
critical turning point in Vermont’s 
history. The state’s population, after 
remaining at a virtual standstill for 
the first half of the twentieth century, 
grew dramatically – by 14 percent 
between 1960 and 1970, and another 
15 percent between 1970 and 1980.  
That population growth in turn 
seemed to provide the stimulus for 
far-reaching economic, political, and 
cultural changes. In popular mem-
ory, much of this change has been 
attributed to a widespread “invasion” 
of back-to-the-landers. Historians, 
lacking much hard data, are unable 
to confirm or deny that rumor. Until 
recently, in fact, they have devoted 
little critical attention to the transfor-
mation at all.  
    One important exception is Tom Fels, who has played a key role in build-
ing the foundation for a critical history of the back-to-the-land movement 
in New England. Fels founded the Famous Long Ago Archive at the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts, Amherst, a repository of the history of local farm 
communes. In 2008, Fels published Farm Friends, recounting the stories of 
his fellow communards in the years after they left their farm – tracing the 
divergent paths they took as anti-nuclear and feminist activists, lawyers, 
artists, drug dealers, and academics. Now Fels has produced a second vol-
ume about the farm where he himself lived for four years: Buying the Farm 
narrates the 35-year saga of Montague Farm including the long, sad tale of 
its demise. 
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    Montague Farm was one of four closely linked farm communes on either 
side of the Vermont-Massachusetts border. The residents of this cluster of 
farms were never shy about telling their stories; they began to write about 
their experiment almost as soon as they arrived. Ray Mungo began it with 
his 1970 account of Packers’ Corners, Total Loss Farm, followed by Steve 
Diamond’s What the Trees Said, written from the “sister farm” in Montague.  
In 1973 the Packers’ Corners group co-authored Home Comfort: Stories and 
Scenes from Life on Total Loss Farm.
   In his two books about Montague Farm, Fels adds his own reappraisal, 
from a significantly different vantage point nearly four decades later. Like 
those first memoirs, Buying the Farm is a deeply personal account, but Fels 
adds to his personal memories the careful attention to accuracy and detail 
that marks a disinterested historian. It is a delicate balancing act: on the one 
hand, Fels writes openly about the foibles of well-known characters; on the 
other, he attempts to shield the privacy of others who did not become pub-
lic figures.  Fels is careful to report accurately and even-handedly, while also 
leaving space for his own moral evaluations, tempered by years of reflection. 
At times it almost seems he knows too much to be the commune’s historian: 
the story sometimes reads like an exposé of a sordid family quarrel, complete 
with suits and counter-suits, old grievances and backroom deals.  Yet there 
is an important advantage to combining the roles of insider and outsider in 
this way.
    In popular memory, back-to-the-landers are often remembered as hap-
less dilettantes or over-privileged college kids.  As the story goes, they were 
completely unprepared for rural life, utterly ignorant of the basic skills they 
needed to survive.  When their trust funds dried up or their allowances were 
cut off (and “everyone knows” they had them), they gave up their youthful 
dreams and fled “back from the land.” Looking back over the years, many 
former communards have pleaded guilty to just such charges.  Fels too can 
be a severe critic of the early years at the Farm, describing himself and his 
friends as “disorganized, unstable, self-absorbed.” He writes that the farm 
project ultimately fell victim to the “unfettered style and unfocused beliefs” 
of the farm  family: “As with most such organizations, its wounds were often 
self-inflicted.” (p. 170)
    Yet if this were the whole truth, the story of the farm would probably not 
bear the weight of so much thoughtful reconsideration. What is really ex-
ceptional about Montague Farm is not its ultimate dissolution, or even the 
fact that its members proved susceptible to the temptations of money, glory, 
and pride. (Indeed, Fels compares the final breakdown of the farm com-
munity to the Homeric conflict between the two towering egotists Achilles 
and Hector; such struggles may be endemic in radical organizations, but as 



Walloomsack Review 40

Fels implies with this comparison, no institution, whatever its politics, can 
hope to escape entirely such ever-present human weaknesses.)  In fact, as 
Fels makes clear, Montague Farm survived long beyond the usual lifespan of 
such experiments. For decades, farm members continued to live on the land 
and work it, behaving toward one another with surprising tolerance in spite 
of their conflicts.  
    Most noteworthy of all is the way that Farm members defied the stereo-
types of public memory.  Far from drifting back into the unexamined life 
– whether to Wall Street or suburbia – many of them poured their lives into 
cultural and political work.  Notably, farm members operated as vital links 
between the anti-war movement of the 1960s and the anti-nuclear move-
ment of the 1970s and 1980s. As Fels relates, they played a critical role in 
shaping the radically egalitarian “affinity group” structure of the anti-nuclear 
Clamshell Alliance, a structure that bred numerous organizational difficul-
ties (and in fact led farm organizers into an acrimonious power struggle, as 
Fels explains), but which has shown itself to be widely adaptable for use by 
different generations of American radicals: on display in the streets of Seattle 
during the 1999 anti-globalization protests, and in cities across the nation 
during the Occupy movement only a few years ago.  For social movements 
that produced few long-lasting institutions, personal links like these were es-
sential to passing on the accumulated knowledge and experience that made 
new forms of resistance possible. 
    It was actually this very commitment to politics beyond the farm that 
appears to have driven the first wedge into the community’s solidarity. 
Montague Farm faced a dilemma that has always troubled the back-to-the-
land project: not a lack of commitment but a philosophical disagreement.  
Some community members viewed their work on the farm as the essential 
political work of their time: to remove themselves from the mainstream 
economy, “chop wood, carry water,” and organize their lives around the 
farm seemed the best and perhaps the only route to the sort of profound 
social change they envisioned.   Others looked beyond the farm, to political 
and cultural struggles that required the commitment of significant time and 
energy elsewhere: they became “commuters,” as Fels calls them, attached to 
the farm increasingly by emotion rather than ideology.  Is it enough, finally, 
to “live the dream” of self-sufficiency? Not even the hard-working, idealistic 
supporters of Montague Farm could agree on an answer to that question. 

Buying the Farm: Peace and War on a Sixties Commune, by Tom Fels, Am-
herst, Mass., University of Massachusetts Press, 2013, paperback, 220 pp. 
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Conjuring up the 1960s counterculture:
a yearning for independence and autonomy

Reviewed by Tom Fels

 For many of my post-World War II generation, their parents, and 
children, the phrase “back to the land” conjures up images of the 1960s 
counterculture: long-haired, beaded youth in varying states of dress or 
undress living in tipis, domes, or yurts; earnest young farmers discovering 
the vagaries of weather, seasons, mechanics, and other arcane knowledge of 
rural life; or hermits of a more philosophical bent making a stand in a rustic 
cabin deep in the woods. 
 Certainly these were among the manifestations of that time. But thanks 
to Dona Brown’s new study Back to the Land we can see that such yearnings 
for independence, autonomy, and a closer relation to nature are part of a 
much larger set of themes, and a far longer chapter, in American life. 
 Today, the subject is particularly relevant in light of the growth of the 
locavore and various “slow” movements, CSAs (community supported 
agriculture), farmers’ markets, artisanal products, green building, and the 
push toward sustainable energy. All of these, along with other similar efforts, 
point to a resurgence of the movement about which Brown writes, a sign of 

Among author Dona Brown’s suggestions for earning a living while working the 
land was to start a summer camp for children. This is Mamie Ogden’s camp in 
Landgrove, shown here circa 1963.        Photo by Tyler Resch



Walloomsack Review 42

hope in an era in which it is much needed. 
 In view of these developments, a look at what motivates them is timely 
and useful. What is it that lures us back to the land, and along with it some 
of the themes it represents? No doubt there is a Transcendental element, a 
philosophical side to this impulse, often represented by Thoreau, Emerson, 
Bronson Alcott, Brook Farm, and other nineteenth-century avatars of a less 
industrialized life. One of Brown’s signal contributions, however, is to tie 
back-to-the-land movements more securely to their social, political, and 
financial roots. They were often, of course, idealistic, but even more often 
they were practical, part of Americans’ desire for self-sufficiency and inde-
pendence, as well as a way of coping with the very real problems of their 
times.
 Often, titles tell the tale. Three Acres and Liberty, The New Thrift, A Lit-
tle Land and a Living, all early twentieth-century works by back-to-the-land 
activist Bolton Hall; One Acre and Independence by one of his California 
counterparts, Charles Weeks; Ed and Carolyn Robinson’s Have-More Plan of 
1943, often still in circulation: these and many other books and articles over 
more than a century testify to Brown’s overall assessment that going back to 
the land was principally viewed as a move toward security and self-reliance. 
Tracing these movements from the early nineteenth century onward, noting 
particularly their flowering at the turn of the twentieth century, later during 
the Depression, and finally in the era of the late 1960s and 1970s, Back to 
the Land provides a thorough look at one way in which Americans strove 
to counter the dehumanizing effects of industrialism and the growth of 
corporate culture. Along the way we meet a large cast devoted to promoting 
this goal, including some fascinating characters with views on cultural and 
economic salvation all their own.
 It helped, though, that the land, the countryside, held allures other 
than financial. Typically, it is beautiful, quieter, and more conducive to good 
health. Many consider it to be closer to nature. Today, though, with the 
more open acknowledgment of pollution, global warming, and other envi-
ronmental and social travesties, the role of our own species must increasing-
ly be counted in as a part of nature as well. All of these positive sides to the 
rural life contributed to Vermont’s place as a prime target for back to the 
landers. 
 The best known of these is probably the Nearings, Helen and Scott, 
who moved to Vermont in 1932, leaving only after many years living near 
the mountain town of Jamaica, and taking with them on their departure a 
firm reputation as the founders of the modern back-to-the-land movement
in the state. But though the Nearings enjoyed their country setting, using it 
to carefully craft their public image, their motivation, as with many oth-
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ers, was primarily political, social, and economic. Fleeing the conservative 
aspects of academia, with a strong belief in collective action, and looking 
to create and use a regimen of self-sufficiency, the Nearings provided a 
model for others to come.  Among those who could also be mentioned in 
this altruistic category, though of differing motivations and means, are the 
pioneering experimental farms, such as those of Shelburne and Woodstock, 
founded by both new and native Vermonters who came to their vision of 
Vermont in the 1880s with bank accounts as well as dreams. Publishers 
who support back-to-the land and artisan thinking have also played a role: 
Chelsea Green Publishing, in White River Junction, and earlier the Garden 
Way and Storey publishing companies. Not to be overlooked in this light, 
as well, is the physician hero of Sinclair Lewis’s 1925 novel Arrowsmith, for 
whom retreat to Vermont represents a new lease on life for his brilliant, 
independence- and authenticity-seeking, overworked soul. 
 While Back to the Land offers a national story many decades in length, 
its ties to Vermont make it of particular interest as background for those of 
us who, either by coming to or not leaving it, have chosen the state as the 
place to make our own home. Notably, as Brown points out in her final 
full chapter, denizens of the highly visible return to the land, and move to 
Vermont, of the late 1960s and early 1970s, knew very little of those who 
had endeavored to accomplish this feat in earlier times. 
 Though the Nearings, Thoreau, and other champions of independent 
life, introduced by the more literate of these bands, were destined to become 
their heroes, few had read them before. Rather, like others of earlier genera-
tions, they were responding to the perceived imperatives of their particular 
time: the need to flee a restrictive, over-organized, increasingly impersonal 
society, and to replace it with the balms of community, identity, meaningful 
work, and a joy not to be found, as they saw it, in urban life. The budding 
of new such efforts today shows that the state retains its drawing power. 
 As Vermont moves into a complex new era in which the use of its wind 
must be balanced against the beauty of its ridgelines, the employment of 
contractors weighed against the danger of overbuilding, and the purity of 
its water protected from the incursions of thoughtless corporations, the at-
tractions of the state and the motivations that have brought us all here to its 
land require the sort of serious broad historical and contextual consideration 
ably offered by Brown in her book, which makes both an informative and 
fascinating read. 

Dona Brown, Back to the Land: The enduring dream of self-sufficiency in 
modern America.  Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2011, paperback, 
290 pp, $24.95.
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Edward Hopper in Vermont: 

Rediscovering the Green Mountain State’s 
modern art history

Reviewed by Jamie Franklin

 Vermont has long been pegged as rural, idyllic and traditional: ste-
reotypical images featuring cows, barns, covered bridges, sugarhouses, and 
white steepled churches often surrounded by a blaze of autumnal color or 
blanketed in a heavy dose of snow. While some stereotypes are earned, and 
the first two descriptors listed above — rural and idyllic — are hard to deny, 
a more nuanced understanding of Vermont must acknowledge that we’ve 
long had our more progressive side as well. 
 Paul Searls, a history professor at Lyndon State College (and contrib-
utor to this publication), has called this the “Two Vermonts.” I personally 
feel that this duality is one of the major factors that make living in this state 
so compelling, from the organic farms (which combine the traditional and 
progressive in a single entity) to the frequent rubbing of elbows among 
blue-collar workers, artists, and intellectuals. This sort of mixing of the pot 
has been going on in the Green Mountain State since at least the late nine-
teenth century and took on an artistic element in the 1920s and 1930s.
 Edward Hopper and Rockwell Kent are both icons of modern Ameri-
can art. Yet the fact that they had both created important bodies of work in 
the Green Mountain State was little known until just last year. Last summer 
I curated an exhibition at the Bennington Museum that featured work 
Rockwell Kent had created while living on a hill farm high on the slopes of 
Red Mountain in Arlington, Vermont, between 1919 and 1925. An atten-
dant catalog was published, Rockwell Kent’s “Egypt”: Shadow and Light in 
Vermont, that brought that body of work to national attention for the first 
time since shortly after it was created, nearly 90 years ago.
 In his essay for the catalog Kent scholar Jake Wien drew a parallel be-
tween these two artists’ work, noting that they were both “painters of isola-
tion — Kent partial to the realm of wilderness and Hopper to the realms of 
city and country.” Bonnie Tocher Clause’s Edward Hopper in Vermont, pub-
lished by University Press of New England in November 2012, adds a slight 
wrinkle to that analysis. In both instances Tocher Clause’s and my initial 
introductions to these artists’ Vermont work was completely serendipitous. 
 In the fall of 2005, less than a month after starting my position as 
curator at the Bennington Museum, our institution was offered a drawing 
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by Carl Ruggles, a figure better known as an avant-garde composer. Though 
a fairly humble work, it was my chance encounter with this drawing that 
introduced me to the incredible art that Ruggles’ friend and occasional 
collaborator Rockwell Kent created while living Arlington. Bonnie Tocher 
Clause, an independent scholar, first encountered Hopper’s Vermont work 
shortly after building a house in South Royalton in 2005. During a search 
of eBay to find Vermont art with which to decorate her new home, Tocher 
Clause came across a long out-of-print poster of Hopper’s Barn and Silo, 
Vermont in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Thus began 
her journey to uncover the full story behind Hopper’s Vermont work. The 
resulting book is a solidly written, fully documented, and insightful explora-
tion of a side of Hopper’s work that until now has been wholly unfamiliar to 
even the most insider of Hopper aficionados. 
 Best known for his psychologically probing images of urban/suburban 
life, such as his iconic image of a diner at nighttime, Nighthawks, or any 
number of interior scenes featuring solitary figures, often nude, Hopper’s 
Vermont work, mostly watercolors and a few drawings, comes as something 
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of a surprise. They form the largest coherent body of pure landscapes that 
Hopper ever painted. Totaling just over two dozen fully realized works, 
executed over a span of eleven years between 1927 and 1938, none of 
them features a human figure and only seven of them include a prominent 
architectural element. Of this latter group all but one were executed 
during Hopper’s first introductory excursion into Vermont, a side trip 
after visiting Maxstoke, a short-lived artist colony in Charlestown, New 
Hampshire, associated with the Whitney Studio Club and located just 
across the Connecticut River from the Green Mountains. Barn and Silo, 
Vermont, painted during this first trip, is the most Hopper-esque of the 
artist’s Vermont works, featuring the hulking presence of a large barn and 
a distinctive gable-roofed silo situated atop a golden hill with a hint of the 
mountains beyond. As in Hopper’s lighthouse paintings from the Maine 
coast, the structure takes on a personality all its own and seems to convey an 
emotional-psychological intensity that few paintings of barns ever have. 
 Eight years passed before Hopper made it back to Vermont, excursions 
to escape the familiarity of his new summer home on Cape Cod in 1935 
and 1936. These must have whetted the artist’s palate for more, as he made 
two extended excursions to Vermont in the later summer of 1937 and 1938, 
calling the Slater farm in South Royalton, which catered to summer tour-
ists, his home base. It was during these trips that Hopper created a series of 
watercolors that depict the White River in its many permutations. 
 It is Tocher Clause’s focus on this body of work, so unlike what people 
have come to expect from Hopper, that I feel is the real strength of this 
book. Her probing, insightful analysis of these landscapes, which might oth-
erwise have been overlooked, seen as too simple or even “boring,” especially 
in comparison with the rest of the artist’s work, has helped me appreciate 
Hopper as an artist even more than I already did prior to reading the book. 
In these subtle pictures of the idyllic Vermont countryside Hopper inter-
rogates the distinctive Vermont landscape and finds a quiet beauty in her 
rolling hills, coursing waterways, and that soft but palpable late summer 
light that seems to unveil infinite shades of green that melt one into another. 
 I began this review by talking about the “Two Vermonts,” the synergy 
that is created by the comfortable, even happy, coexistence of traditional 
and progressive ideals in the Green Mountain State. How do Hopper’s 
seemingly traditional landscapes of our state’s bucolic landscape speak to 
this happy tension? Once, when asked what he was after in painting Hopper 
responded with the deceptively simple statement, “I’m after me.” 
 Hopper was often described as a laconic, introverted man. His paint-
ings of the Vermont landscape — while readily identifiable today as por-
traits of place, thanks to Tocher Clause’s dogged detective work to identify 
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each site depicted — were not straightforward illustrations or stereotypical 
Vermont Life photographs of a Vermont people had come to expect, even as 
early as the 1920s and 1930s. Rather, they were subjective, highly personal 
images that reflected integral aspects of one of America’s greatest Modern 
artists. I can only hope that we continue to rediscover the work of other im-
portant progressive artists who passed through Vermont, and that their work 
is as well researched and analyzed as Hopper’s has been by Bonnie Tocher 
Clause. 

Edward Hopper in Vermont, by Bonnie Tocher Clause, published by Univer-
sity Press of New England, 2012. 
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