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Editor’s Notes
Articles in this issue explore some varied viewpoints on the subject 

of education. Phil Holland follows poet Robert Frost's interactions over a 
period of years with Frost's new neighbors who were launching a pioneering 
college for women at Bennington. The college's opening in the fall of 
1932, following a gestation of more than a decade, was something of a 
Depression-era miracle. The fact that Frost had taught at several other 
colleges and had built up his own strong academic credentials intensifies the 
story.

 Education at a most primitive level is seen in the refreshing tale John 
Kennedy relates about a young mid-nineteenth-century teacher from 
Arlington who travels to Virginia to find work, marries a wealthy slave 
owner, and teaches one of the slaves to read. The slave was Booker T. 
Washington, who rose to become the most prominent black educator of 
his time. Some information for this article came from Sheridan "Sherry" 
Brown, a member of the Living History Guild at the Booker T. Washington 
National Monument at Smith Mountain Lake, Va. Sherry first stimulated 
our interest by posing a genealogical query about Viola Knapp, born in 
Arlington in 1812.

 Shawn Harrington describes many twists and turns that evolved into 
the creation of Alcoholics Anonymous and how the organization emerged 
out of the plight of an extended family in East Dorset. It seems of special 
interest that John D. Rockefeller Jr. thought that too much money would 
spoil their work.

 A revolution in higher education is the subject of Bill Botzow's 
impressive review of a new book about the impact of nineteenth-century 
land-grant legislation written by Vermont Senator Justin Smith Morrill of 
Strafford. Questions of policy are explored in terms of liberal arts versus 
agricultural and technical courses, and whether land-grant education should 
be open to women. Bill remarked that he was able to bring to his article 
the perspective of a visual artist, a former Vermont legislator, and a former 
trustee of the University of Vermont, the state’s land-grant university.

 In another book review we have an incumbent legislator writing about 
another former U.S. senator from Vermont. State Senator Brian Campion 
analyzes U.S. Senator George D. Aiken's bipartisan history and expresses 
some melancholy about it. Other important new books are reviewed here, 
focusing on aspects of the American Revolution, in uncommonly readable 
essays by David Pitlyk and Phil Holland.

  

       ~ Tyler Resch
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To consider the need for, and the possibility of establishing, a 
college for women at Old Bennington, Vermont, committed to 
modern and progressive methods of education: so administrated 
that in the future the clearest light of that day, not the dead hand 

of tradition, will guide its policy.1 
 

Robert Frost’s Association with
Early Days of Bennington College

Phil Holland

Robert Frost was associated with many American colleges during his long 
lifetime. He studied at Dartmouth, then Harvard, staying at neither 

long enough to earn a degree. The lack of a degree did not stand in the 
way of his later appointment as a teacher of psychology and education at 
the New Hampshire Normal School or, after the favorable reception of his 
first two volumes of poetry, of his joining the Amherst College faculty as 
Professor of English in 1917, the beginning of a long association with that 
college. The University of Michigan provided a sympathetic academic home 
for three years in the 1920s, which was also the decade that began Frost’s 
lifelong involvement with the Bread Loaf School of English at Middlebury
College. Frost was later to return to Dartmouth and Harvard under special 
fellowships. All the while, he was also making a living as a spoken-word poet 
and lecturer at scores of colleges across the country.
    Although Bennington College does not figure in the top tier of Frost’s 
academic associations, his relations with the College are nevertheless of 
interest, particularly insofar as they concern the College’s formative years, 
from first conception in 1923 to first academic year in 1932-33. "Oh, 
Bennington, I always say that I stamp[ed] my foot and up came fire and 
flames and fumes and Bennington College." So Frost is reported to have 
claimed – with more than a touch of hyperbole – to Bennington President 
Frederick Burkhardt when Frost gave a reading at the College in 1954.1 “I 
hope I helped Bennington when she needed it. I worked for her,” Frost said 
in another key to Bennington trustee F. William Andres on January 20, 
1963, when the 88-year-old poet lay ill at a hospital in Boston.2 Nine days 
later Frost was dead, and in June his ashes were interred at the family plot in 
Old Bennington.
    Frost’s ties to Bennington College have recently received attention from 
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the College itself in the wake of its acquisition in 2017 of the Robert Frost 
Stone House property in South Shaftsbury, Vermont, and its operation 
of the Robert Frost Stone House Museum there, opened through private 
initiative in 2003.3 This article reviews and enlarges the historical record 
of Frost’s links to the College and explores Frost’s own ideas on education 
relative to those being espoused by the founders of the College.
    Robert Frost first came to Bennington County in September 1919 
for a well-received reading sponsored by the Poetry Society of Southern 
Vermont. A year later, having decided to leave both the stressful academic 
environment at Amherst and his Franconia, N.H., house behind, Frost 
moved his family, consisting of himself, his wife Elinor, and their four 
children, to an isolated colonial-era stone house on the outskirts of the 
village of South Shaftsbury, five miles north of the town of Bennington. He 
wrote to his New York literary friend Louis Untermeyer in June 1920 that 
his object in life was now to be “apples bees fishing poetry high school and 
nine or ten rooms. Nothing else matters . . . ” He added that “I think too I 
can promise to keep out of teaching for a while, though I have had several 
invitations to come back to it since I pulled out of Amherst [in February, 
1919].” 4

    With his son Carol, Frost planted an orchard at his new farm (“1000 
apple trees of some unforbidden variety,” he said),5 he got his bees (in a 
see-through hive), he sent his daughter Marjorie to high school in North 
Bennington, and he wrote poetry, including “Stopping by Woods on 
a Snowy Evening” one summer morning in 1922. Frost also used the 
Shaftsbury house as a base from which to travel to readings or extended 
stays at the University of Michigan and (after an absence of three years) 

Precious ephemera: Frost's hand-written note to Mrs. Hall Park 
McCullough, Feb. 29, 1928.  Courtesy of Bennington College
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Amherst College. Nomad though he so often was, by 1926 Frost was 
imagining the house (which he had deeded to Carol and his wife Lillian on 
their marriage in November 1923) as the future ancestral seat of the Frosts.6 
That was not to be. Frost and his wife purchased a second farm in South 
Shaftsbury, which they dubbed the Gulley, in 1928, and the deaths of their 
daughter Marjorie in 1934, Elinor in 1938, and Carol in 1940, ended the 
family’s sojourn in southern Vermont.
    Another visitor arrived in the fall of 1919 who would also leave his mark 
on the region. The Rev. Vincent Ravi Booth had come from Cambridge, 
Mass., to take the job of pastor at the Old First Church in Old Bennington. 
Soon he was finding village life too quiet for his taste. The economic and 
civic center of Bennington had long since moved downtown, and the 
annual departure of the village’s well-heeled summer residents left Booth’s 
church sparsely attended in the winter months. His bold solution was to 
bring a school or college to Old Bennington, or, if that failed, to create one 
from scratch, an idea he first proposed to a gathering of thirteen women in 
Old Bennington in the summer of 1923.7 At a larger September meeting in 
Old Bennington at which the presidents of Middlebury and Smith College 
spoke in support of Booth’s initiative, the idea that the new college should 
have a modern educational design was first broached. Booth and some of 

This photograph was taken at a September 1954 reading in the Carriage 
Barn on the Bennington campus. Students are holding copies of The 
Road Not Taken (1951), a selection of Frost's poems made by his friend 
Louis Untermeyer, for Frost to sign. Courtesy of Bennington College
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the well-connected and resourceful women who had signed on to help him 
then orchestrated an April 1924 meeting at the Colony Club in New York 
designed to acquaint the wider world with the plans for the new college. In 
the words of the printed invitation, sent to leaders in education throughout 
the Northeast, the meeting’s purpose was: 

To consider the need for, and the possibility of establishing, a
college for women at Old Bennington, Vermont, committed to
modern and progressive methods of education: so administrated
that in the future the clearest light of that day, not the dead hand
of tradition, will guide its policy.8

Booth spoke at the meeting, but the progressive character of the
proposed new college was influenced by certain of Booth’s collaborators, 
including Hall Park McCullough and his wife Edith, who had connections 
both to the Bennington area and New York. Edith McCullough had already 
consulted with educational authorities, including a prominent proponent of 
progressive methods, Professor William H. Kilpatrick of Teachers College 
at Columbia University, who was to guide Bennington’s development as the 
decade progressed; he became chairman of the Board of Trustees in 1931. 
After many difficulties, and the fading of Old Bennington as the best location 
for the college, Bennington College opened in September 1932 on a campus 
in North Bennington a mile and a half from the Frost stone farmhouse.
    The paths of the poet and the College were bound to cross, even though 
Frost was away for much of the time during the College’s decade-long 
incubation period. The first record of Frost’s awareness of plans for a new 
local college is from May 1926, when the college-to-be was still to be 
sited at the head of Elm Street in Old Bennington.9 Frost was at that time 
finishing a third year-long stint at the University of Michigan, where he was 
Fellow in Creative Arts. Writing to his former Pinkerton Academy student 
John Bartlett, Frost notes his son Carol’s increasing attachment to the South 
Shaftsbury farm and his and Lillian’s success in selling sweet peas from a 
roadside stand at the house. He adds:

Theres a new girls college starting at Bennington four miles away on 
which he [Carol] builds some hope of a more or less flowery kind of 
farming. It may come to a hothouse in the end. And it may not.

   What plans for the cultivation or sale of flowers on the new campus Carol 
may have discussed, and with whom, is unknown. Further on in the letter 
to Bartlett, Frost expresses the hope that, some brief residencies at existing 
colleges apart, he will now be “clear away from the academic.” He then 
returns to the prospect of the arrival of the new college:
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The only thing that worries me is that Bennington College coming in on 
our pastoral serenity. I ran away from two colleges in succession once and 
they took their revenge by flattering me back to teach in college. Now I 
am running away again and it looks as if they would come after me.

    The tone is jocular but the anxiety was real. Frost depended on colleges to 
make a living, but he depended on being away from them so that he could 
have territory and time more conducive to poetry. Here, in the form of a 
“new girls college,” the academy was preparing to invade his rural retreat.
    Frost was right: they did come after him, but he was soon to change 
his attitude to the new venture. At some point in 1926 or 192710 he was 
among the fourteen eminent men consulted about who should become 
the Bennington College’s first president.11 Edith McCullough and Nathalie 
Swan, members of the Executive Committee of the Bennington College 
Board of Trustees, were spearheading the search and met with the poet. 
Frost was certainly qualified to give advice on academic leadership to these 
two women and most likely was pleased to do so. Not only did he represent 
the creative arts, a sphere to be given prominence at the new college, but he 
was also an experienced educator who had come to know the presidents of 
Amherst and Michigan, both of whom had recently brought a poet (Frost) 
to teach on their campuses. In May 1927 Frost told an audience at Bowdoin

Hall Park McCullough and his wife Edith Arthur van Benthuysen were 
principal founders of Bennington College. She chaired the trustee com-
mittee on education and the New York Committee, and he advanced 
College's cause through his legal expertise, financial wherewithal, and 
experience as a trustee of Middlebury College.
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College that he was writing a book about college presidents,12 a subject he 
had publicly reflected on a year before in his address in memory of
President Marion L. Burton of Michigan.13 No record of the conversation 
between Frost and the women from the College survives, but no doubt it 
was wide-ranging, as most conversations with Frost were. Robert Devore 
Leigh of Williams was appointed president in December 1927.
    When, in February 1928, Frost received an invitation from Edith
McCullough, then serving as chair of the Board of Trustees, to become a 
sponsor of the new college, allowing his name to be used in promotional 
materials and his advice to be solicited, he readily agreed. “Mr. Robert 
Frost” was one of 69 “Sponsors” listed in the brochure “Bennington 
College, A Prospectus” published later that year.14

    McCullough must have had to ask twice because Frost, at Amherst, 
dashed off a postcard to her in New York to say that an earlier reply of his 
must have miscarried.15 He wrote:

My dear Mrs. McCullough:
I shall be only too glad to have my name used. I wrote to you several days ago. I 
wonder what can have become of my letter. You know how anxious I am for the 
success of the Bennington College.
Best wishes from us both,
Sincerely yours,
Robert Frost

    The language of the postcard suggests McCullough’s prior acquaintance 
not only with Frost but with his wife Elinor as well and refers to expressions 
of support for the College that Frost had previously made, most probably to 

Key leaders in the College's early days were, from left, Rev. Vincent Ravi 
Booth, Professor William H. Kilpatrick of Columbia University, and 
Robert Devore Leigh, the first president. 
From Bennington College:  In the Bennington by Thomas P. Brockway
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McCullough in person. Frost’s coolness toward the “new girls college” in the 
letter to Bartlett of May 1926 has changed into anxiousness for its success 
less than two years later. Edith McCullough and Nathalie Swan, a graduate 
of Teachers College, were very well informed about higher education, and no 
doubt they made a strong case for the new college when they called on Frost.
    The Frosts’ good friend, the novelist Dorothy Canfield Fisher of 
Arlington, who had helped bring the family to South Shaftsbury and get 
them settled, may well have played a role in warming up Frost’s relations 
with the College. She was also listed as a Sponsor in the 1928 Prospectus 
and was to join the Board of Trustees in that same year. Social connections 
and possible opportunities for Carol or Frost’s three daughters aside, 
the roots of Frost’s warm support for Bennington must be sought in the 
congruent ideas of education espoused by the poet and the shapers of 
Bennington’s educational philosophy.

Robert Frost’s Views on Education

    By 1926 Robert Frost probably had as comprehensive an experience 
of education in America as any contemporary educator. He had gone to 
elementary school in San Francisco; he had attended junior and senior high 
in Lawrence, Mass., taking the classical course, based on Latin and Greek, 
at the latter; there followed a term at Dartmouth College and a year and a 
half at Harvard. Frost had briefly taught at the elementary and junior high 
level in public schools in Methuen, Mass., and South Salem, N.H.; he had 
home-schooled four children with his wife Elinor, herself a graduate of 
St. Lawrence University, who also had teaching experience; he had taught 
English, history, Latin, and geometry, and revised the English curriculum, 
at Pinkerton Academy, a private high school for boys in Derry, N.H.; he 
had taught courses in psychology and the history of education at the New 
Hampshire Normal School in Plymouth, where his students were future 
teachers; he had taught courses in English literature and philosophy to 
undergraduates at Amherst College; and he had been a Fellow in Creative 
Arts at the University of Michigan during his three years in residence there 
during the 1920s.16

    Frost once said that he was “almost as interested in education as I am in 
poetry.”17 Over the course of his long and varied career in both fields, he had 
developed an idiosyncratic approach to education no less than an original 
poetic voice.
    Frost left his early skirmishes as a schoolteacher behind when he moved 
with his family to a farm in Derry, in 1900. Frost’s daughter Lesley 
remembered her father’s reading poems and stories out loud to his children 
there, as well as alfresco lessons in botany and astronomy. When Frost began 
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teaching at the nearby Pinkerton Academy, he adopted unconventional 
approaches to teaching literature, such as requiring students to recast plays 
by Shakespeare and other dramatists in their own words and to act them 
before the public. He could be cavalier about other written work, though, 
once consigning a batch of student papers to the bin unread because no boy 
claimed to care about what he had written.18 This was an early sign of Frost’s 
insistence that students have a personal stake in their own writing.
    Frost’s reputation as an inspiring teacher and speaker on education led to 
what turned out to be a one-year appointment as a teacher of teachers at the 
state Normal School in Plymouth. In his courses, Frost assigned William 
James, Rousseau, and Pestalozzi, all radical thinkers on education whose 
ideas lay behind trends in progressive education at the time.19

    Higher education was also open to new ideas (in some quarters) in the 
1910s. Amherst College had responded to a call from alumni in 1911 to 
adopt a humanities-based curriculum, and in 1912 the trustees appointed 
Alexander Meiklejohn to design and implement it. For new faculty, he was 
looking for “men of vision,” he wrote, who could promote the College’s aim 
of making a “vital connection with the living of men.”20 Following a well-
received reading by Frost in 1916, Meiklejohn appointed him Professor of 
English the following year, giving him a reduced schedule so that he would 
have time for poetry.

At Amherst, as at Pinkerton, Frost’s classroom was unusually informal. 
Frost did most of the talking, in a way that engaged most of his students. 
Most, but not all: if some of the boys preferred to play cards in the back of 
the room, Frost simply ignored them.21 Education could not be coerced; 
students had to come to him. As he wrote to his Amherst colleague George 
F. Whicher,

On the rare occasion when he [the teacher] goes after the pupils
it will be to show them how much more they contain than they can
write down; to show them their subject matter is where they came
from and what in the last twenty years they have been doing… No
writing for exercise. The writer’s whole nature must be in every
piece he sets his hand to and his whole nature includes his belief
in the real value the writing will have when finished… It must be
an achievement.22

    Frost wanted student writing “to bear a little on the present or the near.” 
The elements of learning must “mix well with experience,” so that the result 
reflects the writer’s “whole nature.”23 John Dewey, follower of William 
James and apostle of progressive education, had written that "Education is 
a process of living and not a preparation for future living:"24 not an exercise, 
but the thing itself. Frost said that he wanted to teach what is “special 
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to report,” something that 
would surprise. “That would 
be progressive education in 
its best sense of the word. 
Excitement, pleasure, some 
adventure of the mind or of 
society, of company.”25

    At Amherst, Frost 
found himself increasingly 
uncomfortable with what he 
saw as moral permissiveness 
on the part of President 
Meiklejohn (especially in 
regard to the gay colleague, 
Stark Young, who had helped 
bring Frost to Amherst). It 
was to escape this fraught 

environment that Frost came 
to South Shaftsbury in the fall 
of 1920. Less than a year later, 

however, he was off to the University of Michigan on a well-paid fellowship 
with no formal duties. He accepted the appointment in a letter to President 
Marion L. Burton26 with a flourish of approval for the idea of having “a 
representative of creative literature” at the University:

I can see that the appointment may contemplate the benefit of 
education a little as well as of poetry and one poet. You would like it to 
say something to the world for keeping the creative and erudite together 
in education where they belong. And you would like it to make its 
demand on the young student. He must be about some achievement in 
the arts or sciences while he is yet at his most creative period and the 
college interposes to keep the world off his shoulders.27

    Frost saw his role at Michigan as a “radiator of the poetic spirit,”28 whose 
mere presence made a point about the importance of poetry in the world.29 
As a practicing artist whose will was working its way toward writing poems, 
Frost conceived of himself as a model for students’ own achievements in any 
academic or creative field. Despite a lack of formal duties, Frost managed 
to make his presence felt through readings, dinings-out, and meetings with 
individual students, and by organizing a series of visits by fellow poets. 
As Jay Parini has observed, Frost “invented the role for himself, and for 
generations of writers-in-residence to follow.”30 Frost alternated between

Genevieve Taggard, American poet and 
biographer of Emily Dickinson, was 
appointed to teach literature as a 
member of the first faculty in 1932.
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appointments at Michigan 
and Amherst for the rest of 
the decade. He
remained, by his own 
description, “imperfectly 
academic,”31 however,
and jotted in a notebook an 
alternate title for his place 
in the academy: “Poet in 
Resistance.”32

    In a lecture at Wesleyan 
University in 192733 Frost 
said of his aims as a teacher, 
“The freedom I’d like to give 
is the freedom I’d like to 
have. It’s the freedom of my 
material.” He says that such 
freedom permits the bringing 
together of disparate elements 
“anywhere out of space 
and time.”34 He valued this 
associational freedom, which 
bears obvious analogies with 
the operations of metaphor, 
and he sought to share it with his students. Out of “the chaotic but 
beautiful disorder of life,” Frost invited students to “put order into it, gleams 
of order, with associations.” In his Amherst lecture “Education by Poetry” 
(1930) Frost makes similarly large claims for the role of metaphorical 
thinking in higher education.35

    In many respects Frost’s approach to education bears a resemblance to the 
progressive ideas that had been emerging in Europe in the latter nineteenth 
century, and through William James, John Dewey, and others during Frost’s 
own formative years as a teacher.36 The progressive ideal was to put the 
student, not the teacher, at the center of the educational enterprise. This 
Frost certainly did. Yet he was often ambivalent about the rhetoric of what 
he called “progressivism.”

The mistake of progressivism is this raving over something… like the 
Greeks . . . The idea is don't learn anything – just express yourself. All 
the courses in my school would be so tight that at some point the pupils 
would squirt somewhere.37

The Frost family enjoyed the out-of-doors. 
Here, son Carol and Carol's wife Lillian 
join daughter Marjorie, left, on a hike. 
Their experience on the Long Trail in 1922 
was written up by daughter Lesley Frost 
for the Bennington Banner. 
Courtesy of Joseph H. Hall
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    Frost was fond of that metaphor (invoking the pinching of an orange pip 
until it shoots off). To judge from his own practice, the tightness he wishes 
on students comes both from contact with great writers as well as from the 
encounter of students’ wills and the world; at Amherst students were to 
bring in and comment on passages that had stirred them from the books 
assigned, to make the authors their own. It was the first step in a creative 
process in which knowledge and thought lead on to “deeds” in such form as 
“the sonnet, the story, the vase, the portrait, the landscape . . . the factory, 
the election, the government.”38 “Into My Own,” the sonnet that opens 
A Boy’s Will (1913), Frost’s first volume of poetry, is just such a deed; it is 
also a declaration of belief in the power of self-determination. For Frost, 
education was ultimately a matter of self-education.39

    Frost had had a rigorous education in the Greek and Latin classics and 
did not shrink from giving demanding reading assignments in the classics 
of English. In 1923 his Amherst students were reading works by Melville, 
Thoreau, Emerson, Gibbon, Shakespeare, and others at the rate of a book 
a week.40 Authors were read for their living voices, however, not as objects 
of historical or analytical study. In Frost’s classes students were expected to 
express themselves – but not just to express themselves. Like the progressive 
thinkers, however, Frost conceived of the student as a creative actor engaged 
with the wider world in a process of exploration, growth, and achievement.
    In fact, Frost aspired to what might be thought of as radical 
progressivism, the “no writing for exercise” philosophy he had championed 
to Whicher. In a notebook entry, he writes,

One of the first provisions of a progressive school is that in it academic 
questions should be barred. An {academic} question is one that the 
asker of already knows the answer. The best student shouldn’t hesitate 
to rebuke it by saying ask me something you don’t know. The second 
provision is the teacher should only tell the students what they haven’t 
heard before. The only way to make sure they haven’t heard it before is 
to make sure he himself hasn’t thought of it before.41

Real teachers, said Frost in a memorial tribute to Marion Burton in 
1926, “demand that the student make his own trouble and not wait for 
teachers to make it for him. Second, they insist on turning the teacher’s 
claim on the student into the student’s claim on the teacher’s, absolutely the 
reverse of what it has been.42

    Echoing the pragmatic orientation of James and Dewey, Frost
wanted students to progress towards “deeds” and “achievements in the arts 
or sciences.” In 1919, in a report to the Amherst Alumni Council,
Frost wrote:
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Yes. Let us have a college where students think for themselves; but it is more 
important that we have a college where they make projects for themselves; 
where the believing and desiring part of their nature has a chance.43

Frost did not usually refer to “projects,” but the word was in the air after 
the publication in 1918 of an influential essay, “The Project Method,” by 
Professor William H. Kilpatrick,44 who was to emerge as the guiding light 
of Bennington’s educational approach in the following decade. Whether in 
terms of projects, deeds, or achievements, Frost wanted students to strive to 
express their wills, “the believing and desiring part of their nature.”

Bennington College’s Educational Principles

     How does Frost’s approach to education tally with the one adopted by 
Bennington’s founders? The “modern and progressive methods of education” 
that Bennington committed itself to in Booth’s Colony Club invitation in 
1923 had already been pioneered at the elementary and secondary level at a 

The program of 
speakers at the 
ground-breaking of 
Bennington College 
on Bennington Battle 
Day in 1931 included 
neighbor Robert Frost; 
family health problems 
prevented his 
appearing, however.
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number of American private and public schools. One of the motives behind 
the creation of the College was in fact to accommodate the demand by 
graduates of these schools for higher education along progressive lines. The 
1928 Prospectus sets forth Bennington’s approach, based on the “methods 
and practices which have produced such remarkable results in experimental 
schools.”

These methods involve informal discussion, individual guidance, 
independent thinking, and purposeful student activity rather than 
formal lectures, mass instruction, and the mere accumulation of 
facts; they involve beginning with the present interests of students and 
providing the severe and lasting discipline of self-directed activity rather 
than emphasizing traditional subjects . . .45

    “Permanent knowledge comes only through experience,” the Prospectus 
states. “Modern education is a part or aspect of life, not merely a 
preparation for it.” These were the progressive principles upon which 
Bennington College was founded.
    Two other features of the new college also helped shape its identity, 
namely the inclusion of the creative arts as major fields of study and 
the preference for faculty “with a contagious warmth of interest in their 
subjects, and with an enthusiasm for teaching rather than for men and 
women with a creditable list of titles, degrees and publications to be put 
after their names in the College catalog,” as Dorothy Canfield Fisher 
put it in her remarks at the 1931 groundbreaking.46 Fisher spoke as a 
representative of the women of Vermont, and she celebrated the new 
educational opportunities the College would be opening for women.
    Bennington’s first approach to curriculum carried the idea of student-
initiated learning to its logical conclusion. There was no set course of study 
prior to students’ arrival: “the title and content of courses must evolve in 
the light of student aptitudes and needs,” as Brockway phrases the idea.47 
This awkward system did not last, and “lists of courses began to circulate 
clandestinely,” though no catalogue was printed while Leigh was president. 
Student interest nonetheless remained the force behind coursework, 
especially in the latter two of the traditional four years. Minutes of 
Literature Division meetings from the first years show how the process of 
listening to and guiding students worked.48

Frost’s Relations With the College

Frost had twice participated in shaping the Amherst College 
curriculum, and he had played the novel role of a creative artist in an 
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academic community on two college campuses. Did he also help shape 
the educational thinking of Bennington College? He is not cited in any 
of the College’s founding documents. The ideas of Kilpatrick, Leigh, the 
McCulloughs, and Mrs. Swan were primarily responsible for shaping 
the College’s educational philosophy. As shown above, however, Frost 
articulated and advocated for principles that bear striking resemblance to 
those adopted by the new college. He shared with Kilpatrick an intellectual 
formation rooted in the ideas of William James and a belief in individual 
achievement that may be traced to thinkers such as Emerson and Rousseau.
    Frost has been credited, erroneously, I believe, for one aspect of pedagogy 
at Bennington, namely its grading system.49 From its earliest years the 
College has relied on written reports in place of traditional letter or number 
grades in its assessments of student work. In commenting on this policy, 
Edith McCullough recalled that Frost had once remarked, “they prefer 
adjectives to numbers.”50 It is likely that Frost was speaking with at least a 
touch of irony. In a discussion of grading in “Education by Poetry,” he says, 
“I would rather give him a mark in terms of letters, A, B, C, D, than have 
to use adjectives on him.”51 He adds, though, that marks are “the least part 
of my marking. The hard part is the part beyond that, the part where the 
adventure begins.”
    Frost’s playfully exaggerated claim of creating Bennington College with 
a stamp of his foot suggests that he did have a role of some importance in 
the making of the College. When, reminiscing in the month of his death, 
he said, “I worked for her,”52 he was using a verb that resonates in his 
poetry. Beyond his being consulted in the matter of the presidential search 
and his important guidance in selecting faculty to teach literature, it is 
not clear what additional work, if any, Frost may have done. The Trustees’ 
well-wishing note of 1963 makes reference to “the voice that was raised for 
Bennington in its early days.”53 Did Frost speak publicly in support of the 
College or otherwise stamp his foot on its behalf?
    In October 1929, President Leigh sent Frost a copy of the “Educational 
Plan for Bennington College” that had been prepared for a foundation 
and expressed the hope that Frost might read and comment on it.54 We 
do not know if he did so; the Plan was used as the basis for the Prospectus 
that was issued in December. The next contact between Frost and the 
College of which we have a record concerns the appointment of a teacher 
of literature. Leigh solicited Frost’s advice directly, probably early in 1932. 
Frost responded by recommending Genevieve Taggard, an accomplished 
poet and critic, and Gorham Munson, who had published a biographical 
study of Frost in 1927, or so we can surmise from President Leigh’s reply. 
President Leigh wrote a belated thank-you in April of 1932,55 when he was 
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still weighing candidates, including a poet named Frances Frost (no relation 
to Robert). Brockway cites a letter from Robert Frost to Leigh preferring
Taggard to Frost; unfortunately the letter seems to have disappeared from 
College archives.56

    Leigh did appoint Genevieve Taggard to teach literature in the College’s 
inaugural year. Tom Brockway, who came to know her as a colleague when 
he joined the social science faculty a year later, characterized her in his 
history of the College’s early years as “the exuberant star of the Literature 
Division” and an inspiring teacher – and also the only faculty member to 
be included in a survey of Daniel Aaron’s Writers on the Left.57 Taggard had 
met Frost at Amherst in 1928 when she was doing research on a biography 
on Emily Dickinson.58 She had already published several volumes of verse 
and was also a reviewer for magazines. She and Frost hit it off at Amherst, 
it seems, despite their divergent political views (Frost was a conservative, 
and she had edited May Days: An Anthology of Verse from Masses-Liberator in 
1925). Taggard wrote an insightful review of Frost's Collected Poems in 1930 
and replied to those who wanted to box Frost in to one camp or another 
("humanism," for example):

Texts from his book laid neatly on four sides of him may serve the two-
dimensional critic and the literal minded reader; but not even his own 
texts nicely dovetailed, can box the intelligence expressed here so sure of 
its goings-out and its comings-in. Frost is too cussedly non-conformist to 
trust even his own words as texts five minutes after he has uttered them. 
His mind is too seasoned, too humorous, to relish the owlish solemnity 
of dicta and dictations. He trusts his poems as poems, as metaphors 
spread to catch meaning, as words that have become deeds. He has 
given them speech that suggests not one meaning but many. Any effort, 
then, to strip Frost down to singleness of meaning in the interests of
propaganda must be opposed . . .59

    When, writing on President Leigh's behalf in October of 1932,60 Taggard 
invited Frost to deliver his “Education by Poetry” lecture to the New York 
Committee of Bennington College at the Cosmopolitan Club on January 
10, she suggested that she and her colleagues were in sympathy with Frost’s 
educational ideas, too. In the letter she wrote that “I should like to think 
that what you say about education and poetry is our not too generalized 
aim, in our work here.” There is no record of Frost having accepted the 
College’s invitation.
    Taggard was the one who introduced Frost when he came to the College 
to read in its inaugural year. That occasion is the first known visit of Frost 
to the new campus, although in the summers of 1927-29 he had rented 
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Shingle Cottage from Mrs. Frederick B. Jennings, who in 1930 would 
donate the land that became the campus and, in 1939, a second parcel 
that included Shingle Cottage. Frost had evidently agreed to speak at the 
groundbreaking ceremonies of the new College on August 16, 1931, but 
he was unable appear;61 he and Elinor were in Colorado tending to their 
daughter Marjorie, who had developed tuberculosis and was staying in 
a sanatorium there. Frost’s much-anticipated first reading at the College 
took place on June 14, 1933, before an audience of 129 students, faculty, 
and townspeople crowded into Commons lounge. The Bennington Banner 
reported: 

[Frost] read from the large column of his collected poems, and in his 
reading showed the fundamental difference in tone which distinguishes 
one poem from another and is the standard by which he judges his 
own work. As he turned the pages looking for certain poems he talked 
casually sometimes telling how a poem had originated or relating 
experiences he has had while reading in various parts of the country. 
Poetry students and other admirers kept him reading and talking until 
the great log fire in one end of the room had sunk to a red glow.62

    Not surprisingly, Frost was invited back, and President Leigh proposed 
in a letter of October 18, 1933, that Frost “come over to the College every 
year” and read as he had that spring.63 There is no record of Frost’s reply, 
though he evidently told Leigh that he liked to visit only once in every 
college “generation.”
    In 1934 Frost inquired of Leigh whether there might be a job of some 
kind at the College for his daughter Lesley, who had, like her father, 
dropped out of two colleges (Wellesley and Barnard) and had been running 
a bookstore in Pittsfield, Mass. Leigh replied that Lesley unfortunately 
lacked the technical training required for library and faculty positions.64 
When Leigh wrote to Frost in October of 1938 inviting him back for a 
reading and proposing an honorarium of $75, Frost instructed his new 
secretary, Kathleen Morrison, to decline the offer. He was evidently nettled 
at the modest fee. “Tell him [Leigh] unfair to other friends to accept his 
offer,” she noted on Leigh’s letter. “Love him & admire him but resent the 
shorts at Bennington. Usually get so much more than this.”65 Frost’s feelings 
toward the College may also have been colored by the depression he suffered 
after Elinor’s death in March of that year.
    Frost’s ties to Bennington appear to have slackened in the 1940s, after he 
had relocated to Ripton, Vt., and Leigh’s tenure as president had come to an 
end. Frederick Burkhardt became president in 1947, and he was successful 
in renewing Frost’s association with the College. On September 27, 1954, 
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at age 80, Frost was driven to the Bennington campus from Ripton to give 
a reading to a standing-room-only crowd in the Carriage Barn.66 Mixing 
readings of his poems with remarks about poetry, he could still cast a spell.
Alumna Latifah Taormina (she was Irene Ryan at Bennington) vividly recalls 
the experience:

What I shall never forget was something Robert Frost said more than 
once in between reading poems: "A poem carries with it how it is to be 
taken." That was it. He was very straightforward in his readings, not 
hurried, comfortable with himself and his work, and he didn't "intone" 
in some other voice when he was reading his poems. He really looked at 
us with his almost electric blue eyes. That's what I remember the most – 
he was comfortable with himself and sharing himself in his work. There 
was no ego or any apology. Honest. Present.67

    Frost stayed overnight with his old friends the McCulloughs, and it was 
evidently not the first time they had put him up before a reading.68 They 
knew his routine: no dinner beforehand, just a couple of raw eggs and milk 
or tea in a quiet place.
    In 1957 Frost was once again lending his name to a promotional effort by 
the College, this one for a new arts center (the Visual and Performing Arts 
Center would not open until 1976).69

    In the report to fellow trustees of his visit to Frost in 1963, F. William 
Andres noted that Frost’s “memories of Bennington were fresh and 
sympathetic and his admiration and appreciation for the College were 
warm and generous. He seemed proud to have given the new College his 
support.”70 The two men reviewed the history and present state of the 
College together, after which Frost remarked, “We grow them tough in 
Vermont.” Andres concluded his account by reporting his sense in speaking 
with Frost that the College and the poet happily shared “the blessings of a 
common purpose.”  �
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Origin of Alcoholics Anonymous

The Worldwide Influence of Two 
Vermonters Named Bill and Bob

Shawn Harrington
Photos, unless otherwise credited, are courtesy of the Wilson House of East Dorset.

In early July 2020, an estimated 
50,000 people from around the 

country and world are expected to 
descend upon Detroit, Michigan, 
for the International Convention of 
Alcoholics Anonymous to celebrate 
the 85th anniversary of its founding. 
How did that happen? The story of 
the origin of A.A. begins with two 
Vermonters, Dr. Robert Holbrook 
Smith and William Griffith Wilson, 
known in the recovery world as “Dr. 
Bob” and “Bill W.” It is a compelling 
American story.

 These two first met one another 
in Akron, Ohio, on Mother’s Day 
1935. Bill had found himself alone 
in a hotel lobby after a business 
venture had gone sideways. He had little money to get home to Brooklyn, 
and hearing familiar chatter from the lounge bar, knew that his newfound 
and hard-won sobriety was in trouble. He went to a pay phone and 
started calling names he found in a church directory. He connected with a 
Reverend Tunks, an Oxford Grouper, and asked if he knew any drunks he 
could talk to.  

 Bill Wilson was born in East Dorset on November 26, 1895, at the 
Wilson House, a whistle-stop inn owned by his grandmother, located on 
the Rutland railroad line. East Dorset was a hamlet at the foot of Mount 
Aeolus, where the marble industry had flourished for decades. But by 
century’s end the marble mills were being shuttered and the village was in 
economic decline.  

 Bill’s father, Gilman Barrows Wilson, was a third-generation marble 
man; his grandfather and namesake had been successful in marble and 

Bill W. (right) and Doctor Bob
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real estate in nearby Manchester, with partnerships in several marble 
quarries located on Mount Aeolus. Gilman had named his new son after 
his father, William C. Wilson, who had died at the age of 45 in 1885 from 
tuberculosis, leaving a widow to manage the inn that bore their family 
name. Bill’s mother, Helen, was the daughter of Fayette and Ella Griffith, 
who lived across the churchyard from the Wilson House. Fayette was a 
cousin of Silas Griffith of Danby, a successful lumberman who became 
Vermont’s first millionaire. Fayette was also a veteran of the Civil War who 
had fought at Gettysburg with the 14th Vermont infantry. He owned several 
properties in East Dorset along with the water works and served as the 
village postmaster.

 Gilman and Helen Wilson would have a daughter, Dorothy, born a 
couple of years after Bill. Life was a struggle for them as Gilman’s attempt 
to find work weighed on the family. Later in life, Bill would not label his 
father an alcoholic, but he was known to be a heavy drinker, which further 
strained the parents’ relationship. Bill’s grandfather and namesake had been 
a heavy drinker, “but through some kind of transforming experience had 
stopped drinking entirely.”1 Gilman ran the Wilson House for a short time, 
but a bank soon took it over, and when Bill was 8 the family moved to 
nearby Rutland, where there was work in the West Rutland marble industry. 
By 1906, Gilman and Helen divorced, and Gilman moved to Vancouver, 
British Columbia, to work in the granite industry. Bill would not see his 
father again until 1914. Helen would also leave, placing Bill and his sister 
Dorothy in the care of her parents in East Dorset while she went to Boston 
to study at the Boston College of Osteopathy. This episode of Bill’s life 
affected him deeply: “. . . I hid the wound and never talked about it with 
anybody, even my sister, let alone Grandfather and Grandmother Griffith.”2

 Grandparents Fayette and Ella Griffith had lost their only son, 

A view of East Dorset around the time Bill was born.
Terry Tyler Collection
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Clarence, to tuberculosis in 1894, and so they saw young Bill and 
Dorothy as their second chance at being parents. Lois would recall of Bill’s 
grandfather: “he was nicknamed Jolly because he usually wasn’t ...
people didn’t like Fayette particularly.”3 He did, however, adore his 
grandchildren. Fayette would constantly challenge Bill with taunts such 
as “your uncle Clarence could play music by ear on his old fiddle.” So Bill 
dug that old fiddle out from a trunk in the attic and sawed away at it for 
hours, convinced that he would become first violin in the local orchestra. 
Another time: “Bill, I heard that only an Aborigine can make and throw a 
boomerang.” Young Wilson would toil for days carving boomerangs until 
he discovered his bed’s headboard had the proper graining of wood he was 
looking for. So he sawed out a piece. He launched a boomerang up and 
around the steeple of the church and nearly decapitated his grandfather, 
who stood nearby watching its return flight.

 Both Wilson children attended the one-room schoolhouse in East 
Dorset, and the grandparents were able to afford them an education at Burr 
and Burton Seminary in Manchester, where Bill boarded during the week 
from 1909 to 1913.  Though shy and insecure, he compensated by a drive 
always to be the best. He did become first violin of the Burr and Burton 
orchestra as well as captain of the baseball team and president of his class. 
By his senior year Bill was on top. His girlfriend, Bertha Bamford, was one 
of the most popular girls in school, daughter of the Episcopal minister. 
He made an important friendship with Edwin “Ebby” Thacher, from a 
prominent family in Albany, N.Y. Ebby’s father, George H. Thacher, had 
co-founded Manchester’s exclusive Ekwanok Country Club, where he had 
served as president and member of Robert Todd Lincoln’s golfing foursome.

 Bill Wilson’s world would shatter in November 1912 when his 
girlfriend Bertha died in New York City of complications from surgery. 
Bill spiraled into what he called a three-year depression, the first of several 
episodes of deep doubt he would experience throughout his life. Interests 
evaporated; music, athletics, schoolwork, and social life all went to the 
wayside. He failed his foreign language requirement, and though he was 
president of the class, with his name appearing on the commencement 
invitation, he did not receive his diploma in June 1913 with the rest of the 
class. Later, with the help of his mother, he did graduate from Burr and 
Burton Seminary.

 He enrolled at Norwich University, then went home for a semester 
after suffering a fall and injuring his elbow, for which no physical cause 
could be found.  He later admitted that self-doubt and depression still had 
its grip on him. Over the following summer, his friend Rogers Burnham 
would introduce him to Rogers’ older sister Lois, who would capture 
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Bill’s eye, and eventually, 
his heart. Though a few 
years his senior, Lois was 
endeared by Bill. He 
would visit her while she 
stayed at a family cottage 
on the southwestern 
shore of Emerald Lake 
in North Dorset. The 
Burnhams were part of 
the Manchester summer 
colony that included the 
Thacher family. Lois’s 
father, Dr. Clark Burnham, 
was a prominent Brooklyn 
physician and also a 

co-founder of Ekwanok Country Club who summered in Elmo’er, one 
of the homes along Manchester’s historic Main Street. Dr. Burnham had 
purchased a large parcel of land surrounding Emerald Lake that included 
two cottages and a boathouse. His family would find relaxation there as they 
“escaped” Manchester.

 Bill would walk the three miles along the railroad tracks from his 
grandfather’s home to Emerald Lake to see Lois, then walk home again. 
Their romance would blossom into love and they became secretly engaged. 
Lois was the daughter of a prominent family, and while they found Bill 
charming and liked him well enough, his future was uncertain by their 
standards. During the winter of 1915 Lois worked in Brooklyn and 
Bill remained at Norwich University. They would exchange letters and 
occasionally talk on the phone. Eventually they broke the news of the 
engagement to her parents, who though surprised, were happy.

 In 1917 the winds of war in Europe led to Bill’s commission as a second 
lieutenant in the 66th Coast Artillery Corps and their training was escalated 
as they prepared to ship to Europe as part of the expeditionary force. He 
transferred to New Bedford, where young officers were well received and 
treated as noble warriors.  At a cocktail party he had his first drink – a 
Bronx cocktail. "Ah! What magic, I had found the elixir of life," he would 
later write.3 He was 22 years old.  When word came that they were to ship 
out, he and Lois decided to get married and set a date of February 1, 1918. 
Rumors swirled that they would leave earlier, and the date was hastily 
moved up to January 24. So rushed was the wedding that when Lois’s 
brother and best man Rogers arrived late from Fort Devens, he stomped 

The Burnham cottage at Emerald Lake in 
North Dorset. William Spelman, Lois's 
grandfather, sits on the stairs.
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down the aisle in his field boots at the Swedenborgian church in Brooklyn.
 Though she was not alarmed at first, Lois became concerned about Bill’s 

sudden interest in drinking. She chalked it up to army life and young men 
blowing off steam. After the war, Bill returned from France and took a law 
course. He passed the exam but abandoned the idea of being a lawyer and 
opted for the maelstrom of Wall Street. The couple had taken up residence 
in the Burnham family home on Clinton Street in Brooklyn. As the years 
went by Bill’s drinking began to be continuous, and though he made 
numerous pledges to quit, he would come home at all hours drunk. His 
career as a broker seemed promising but his drinking soon overshadowed his 
talents as a stock picker. 

 To stay “on the wagon” Bill returned to Vermont during the summers 
to play golf at Ekwanok, visit with his grandparents, and relax at Emerald 
Lake. In 1925 Bill and Lois set off on a Harley Davidson with a sidecar, 
packed with a tent and financial books; their first stop was in East Dorset 
to settle Bill’s grandfather’s estate after his recent death. They traveled for 
nearly a year along the eastern seaboard, visiting publicly traded companies. 
Bill surmised that if someone would gather intelligence from the company 
executives and workers and see where and how efficiently the products 
were being made, and surely this would give an edge to investors back in 
New York. He would send his reports back to associates, and the thesis was 
beginning to pay off. Bill drank very little during that year and when they 
returned, the future looked bright.

 But shortly after they returned to Brooklyn, his habit deepened. He 
would eventually drink himself out of all business opportunities until it 
consumed him day and night. In 1929 he connected with his old school 
chum, Ebby Thacher, in Albany. Ebby drank as Bill did, and they even hired 
a pilot to fly them to the new airport in Manchester. Bill wired ahead about 
their arrival and a crowd of old friends and townsfolk gathered to witness 
Bill and Ebby fall out of the plane drunk and promptly pass out.

 For the next five years Bill would breathe scarcely a sober breath. In the 
summer of 1934, it was Ebby who took the first steps toward sobriety. And 
the following story ultimately became a classic chapter in the development 
of A.A.

 While his brother, Jack Thacher, was mayor of Albany, and running 
again for office, Ebby had been exiled to the Manchester house on Taconic 
Road. Because Ebby resembled his brother, his drunken sprees in Albany 
had been an embarrassment. Following an incident involving his shooting 
at offending pigeons perched on the carriage barn behind the house (the 
pigeon droppings were marring his new paint job), Ebby was arrested and 
hauled into court at Bennington. 
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 In determining a punishment for 
Ebby’s escapades, Judge Collins M. 
Graves was persuaded to find ways 
to help him through friends who 
were Oxford Groupers, members of 
a Christian organization founded 
by missionary Frank Buchman a 
few years earlier. As part of their 
mission work, they tried to reform 
chronic alcoholics. The persuasion 
came from the judge’s son, Cebra 
Graves, who was a Vermont state 
senator, and Shep Cornell, another 
Oxford Grouper. Ebby was released 
to Rowland Hazard, a wealthy 
businessman who had sobered up in 
the Oxford Group after spending an 
extended period with Dr. Carl Jung 
in Switzerland in an unsuccessful 
attempt to cure his alcoholism. 
Hazard’s summer home was in Glastenbury, and he had heard about Ebby’s 
plight through Shep and Cebra. Ebby and Cebra were old golfing buddies. 
The alternative to this arrangement would have been to send Ebby to the 
Brattleboro Insane Asylum, later known as the Retreat.

 After a few weeks under Hazard’s care, Ebby went to Manhattan to live 
in Shep’s apartment and to attend Oxford Group meetings at the Calvary 
Mission on East 23rd Street. Ebby then heard about his old friend Bill 
Wilson, who was a hopeless drunk living in Brooklyn, and decided to pay 
him a visit.

 Bill, meanwhile, had been introduced to Dr. William D. Silkworth at 
the Charles B. Towns Hospital in Manhattan, which treated alcoholics with 
hydrotherapy and a belladonna “cure.” The introduction had been made by 
his sister Dorothy’s husband, Dr. Leonard V. Strong [see sidebar]. But Bill 
had gone three times, without success; he had once again gone on a spree 
on Armistice Day in November 1934. In early December Ebby telephoned 
him, and Bill was elated with the thought of drinking gin with his old pal. 
But when Ebby showed up at his door, he was sober. Stunned, Bill queried 
his friend; when he heard about the Oxford Group tenets, he scoffed at 
the ideas. Yet there was his friend sitting across the table from him bright-
eyed and booze-free. Their discussion lasted into the night, and while Bill 
initially dismissed these basic concepts, he was facing proof that they could 

Bill W. and his wife, Lois  on their 
wedding day.
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work. He once again went to sober up at the Towns Hospital, where he had 
what he described as an intense spiritual experience (perhaps as a result of 
the belladonna treatment). After he emerged, and began attending Oxford 
Group meetings sober, he wouldn’t take a drink for the rest of his life.

 Dr. Silkworth had introduced to Bill the concept of the allergy, that 
his body reacted abnormally when alcohol was introduced into his system, 
and that an obsession of the mind would trigger once he started. Ebby 
brought the concepts of living that would eventually lead to the writing of 
the Twelve Steps. Bill finally recognized, thanks to Dr. Silkworth, that in the 
zeal of his newfound sobriety, in telling his own miraculous story to other 
suffering alcoholics in hopes of getting them sober, even with all his failures 
he was staying sober by telling his story to others. After a few months of 
sobriety, Bill worked his way back into some of his former business circles 
and was offered an opportunity to be a middleman in a proxy fight with the 
National Rubber Machine Company, based in Akron, Ohio.

 After the deal had seemed to implode, he had called Reverend Tunks 
in the lounge of the Mayflower Hotel and took Tunks’ suggestion that he 
phone Henrietta Seiberling, also an Oxford Grouper who had been working 
with the family of Dr. Robert Smith, a once-noted Akron physician who 
had nearly drunk away his medical practice. “Dr. Bob” agreed to come to 
the Seiberling estate for dinner on Mother’s Day and then meet with Bill for 
15 minutes. The two disappeared into a room and talked for five hours. Dr. 
Bob was born in St. Johnsbury, Vermont, and was 16 years Bill’s senior, but 
the two had connected and identified with each other. Bill didn’t try to tell 
Bob what was wrong with him, rather he told Bob about what it was like, 
what had happened, and what it was like now. Bob would sober up briefly, 
then drank again on a trip to a medical convention in Atlantic City; but 
Bill was waiting when he returned. After drinking a couple of beers to calm 

Bill W's gravestone 
in the East Dorset 
Cemetery .
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Bill W.’s brother-in-law was a key player in growth of A.A.

 Dr. Leonard Valentine Strong II married Dorothy Wilson on May 31, 1920.  
Dr. Strong was an osteopath who met Dorothy at Chicago General Hospital 
during the aftermath of the influenza epidemic of 1918. They would have two 
children, a son and a daughter, and moved to New York City following their 
wedding. They remained very close with Bill W. and his wife, Lois.  Dr. Strong 
was Bill’s physician and close friend who became increasingly concerned about his 
drinking. The Wilsons would use the Strongs’ farm at Green River, Vermont, for 
periodic retreats for Bill to sober up.  

 Bill would recall Strong as “my only remaining friend and confidant at the 
worst of my drinking time.” The Wilson and Strong families remained close and 
Strong supported Bill during his journey in sobriety with the same loyalty.

 By the end of 1937,  Bill and Dr. Bob could count 40 alcoholics they 
had worked with who had stayed sober over the past two years. They talked of 
developing a chain of hospitals for alcoholics, developing literature, and especially, 
a book. This would take money. After months of fund-raising efforts and not a 
penny pledged toward their mission, Bill again turned to his brother-in-law to 
lament. Leonard had been acquainted with someone who might help and agreed 
to arrange a meeting.

 Rev. Willard Richardson was the assistant pastor of a Baptist church in 
New York City, and more importantly, served on the advisory staff to John D. 
Rockefeller Jr., and was secretary for the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial in 
New York City. Rockefeller was a well-known teetotaler and partially funded the 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union. He had been instrumental in the passage 
of the 18th amendment and subsequent Volstead Act. Rev. Richardson welcomed 
Strong’s invitation to meet Bill at his office on the 56th floor of the RCA building 
in Manhattan. From this initial meeting, more meetings were planned, and a 
dinner that was attended by Bill, Bob, Dr. Strong, Dr. Silkworth, Rockefeller 
associates, and A.A. members from Akron and New York City. In the end, 
Rockefeller felt that too much money could spoil their work.

 He did agree, however, to donate $5,000 toward their cause. Part of the 
funds were used to establish the Alcoholic Foundation (predecessor to the General 
Service Board) in August of 1938. Dr. Strong would serve on the board as a non-
alcoholic and remained involved for decades to come.

 He also brought the A.A. movement’s work to the attention of Irving Brandt, 
publisher of the Saturday Evening Post, who conferred with owner Judge Curtis 
Bok, who had also recently learned of A.A. Through an article written by Jack 
Alexander for the March 1941 issue titled “Alcoholics Anonymous: Freed Slaves 
of Drink, Now They Free Others,” A.A. was introduced to the public at large.   
Inquiries flooded into the General Service Office in New York, and the growth of 
A.A. expanded exponentially from then on.

 Dr. Strong retired in 1963 and eventually settled full time in Vermont. At the 
time of his death in 1989, he and Dorothy were living in Brandon. Dorothy died 
in 1994. Their graves are not far from those of Bill and Lois in the East Dorset 
cemetery.
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his nerves and help the alcoholic tremors subside, the doctor performed a 
surgery. The date was June 10, 1935, which is now considered the founding 
date of Alcoholics Anonymous. Dr. Bob never had a drink again. He died in 
1950 of cancer. 

 Bill would write the basic text Alcoholics Anonymous, which was 
published in 1939 and has sold more than 35 million copies since. In 2012, 
the Library of Congress named it one of the 88 books that shaped America. 
Time named Bill W. “The Healer,” one of the 100 most important people 
of the century. Aldous Huxley called Bill the greatest social architect of our 
time. In the spirit of anonymity, it was only after his death, on January 
24, 1971 – on his 53rd wedding anniversary – that the world would learn 
the name: William Griffith “Bill W.” Wilson, the co-founder of A.A.  His 
obituary appeared on the front page of the New York Times.

 Bill Wilson’s grave is in the East Dorset Cemetery, about a mile from 
the Wilson House where he was born. Lois, who established the Al-Anon 
Family Group, never stopped believing in Bill. She died in 1988 and her 
grave is beside his. Today the Wilson House is visited by thousands of 
people living in recovery annually – to take in a meeting, spend the night 
or attend a seminar, to visit the Wilsons’ simple headstones, and give thanks 
for their new lives in recovery.   �

1. “Lois Remembers,” Memoirs of the co-founder of Al-Anon and wife of the co-founder of  
     Alcoholics Anonymous.  Al-Anon Family Group Headquarters Inc. 1994, 22.
2. “Bill W. My First 40 Years,” an autobiography of the co-founder of Alcoholics Anonymous.  
      Hazelden, 2000, 13.
3. “Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age: A Brief History of A. A.” Alcoholics Anonymous
     World Service Inc., 1957, 54.

Bill W. and 
Ebby Thacher



Walloomsack Review 34

Arlington Teacher’s Influence

Booker T. Washington’s Rise 
From Slave to Educator

J. F. Kennedy 

Booker T. Washington was the generally acknowledged leader of the 
American black community during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. As a confidant of wealthy philanthropists and 
presidents, he founded and led Tuskegee Institute, the premier wellspring of 
black education in the Deep South.

 Born into slavery in 1856 at Hales Ford in southwest Virginia, Booker 
accompanied his mother, Jane, and step-siblings John and Amanda to 
Malden, West Virginia, in 1865 to claim their freedom at the end of the 
Civil War. There he began working for his step-father, Wash Ferguson, in a 
salt mine owned by former Union General Louis Ruffner, the community’s 
leading employer, and a Republican. 

A young 
portrait of 
Booker T. 
Washington, at 
about the age 
he was taught 
to read by Viola 
Knapp Ruffner 
of Arlington, 
Vermont.
Booker T. 
Washington 
National 
Monument
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How did a poor boy born and raised in such unpromising 
circumstances rise so far so fast? The most important answer was his 
unwavering ambition and a strong desire for learning. The key was his job 
as a houseboy for Viola Knapp Ruffner, the second wife of General Ruffner. 
Viola was the daughter of cabinet-maker Silas Knapp from West Arlington, 
Vermont. She was born in 1812.  She first attended the Academy Seminary 
in Bennington, taught there for two years after graduation, then moved 
to find work in the South. In her first ten years there, she earned enough 
teaching in North Carolina to pay a school debt in Bennington and then 
headed the English department of a New Jersey secondary school.1 In 1843 
she married the widower Louis Ruffner.

Viola Knapp Ruffner introduced Booker to housekeeping, yard 
maintenance, gardening, and personal hygiene. As well, she entrusted 
him to market her garden produce in Charleston. Like a Yankee trader, he 
learned to account for every apple and penny. Most important, she taught 
him the Protestant ethic of industry, sobriety, thrift, self-reliance, and piety 
– a far cry from Southern white ethics of the day.

Viola gave Booker time off for school and shared her own knowledge 
with him. She was the first to inspire “Booker’s excellent verbal skills, both 
written and oral.” She gave him books with which he started his personal 
library.2 

Booker spent about four years working for and learning from the 
Ruffners.  Then in 1872, at age 16, based on hearsay and perhaps a boost 
from Viola, Booker embarked on a 500-mile trek to Hampton Institute, a 
normal school on the Virginia shore, to apply for admission. He had heard 
in the salt mines that poor students could work to pay for their tuition. 
Owing to Viola’s strict guidance, he aced the admission “test,” which was 
cleaning a classroom.  

 Established in 1868, Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute was 
one of eight teacher-training schools founded by the Congregationalist 
American Missionary Association (AMA) for freed people in the South. 
Its first principal was General Samuel Chapman Armstrong, who had 
commanded black troops during the Civil War and directed the Freedman’s 
Bureau in Eastern Virginia after the war.3 Armstrong was the son of a 
missionary to Hawaii and a graduate of Williams College. He carried the 
paternal missionary spirit of the “uplift” with him to Hampton Institute. 
Booker looked up to him as his surrogate father.

 Booker Washington studied for three years at Hampton. He worked 
as a janitor to pay his board and received a scholarship for his tuition from 
a Boston merchant. His studies included language, rhetoric, and writing. 
The rhetoric class and study of speeches by Abraham Lincoln and Frederick 
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Douglass explain his later prowess as a public speaker. The industrial study 
that grasped his attention most was agriculture, which would equip him 
well for his future in a fertile farming district of the Deep South. 
      After graduating from Hampton he returned to Malden, where he 
taught in a colored school for three years. There he practiced an effective 
method of teaching by the application of classroom learning to real-world 
experience: from math to balancing checkbooks and building projects, 
biology to plants and animals in local marsh and forest. During this time he 
sent several students to Hampton Institute, including his step-brother John, 
his adopted brother James, and his future wife Fanny Norton Smith.

Starting in 1877, Booker’s restlessness led him down a few blind 
alleys. One was reading the law, which he pursued briefly in Charleston. 
He abandoned that in the fall of 1878 to follow a religious interest at the 
Wayland Baptist Theological Seminary in Washington, D.C. But he was 
disappointed in the Capital and soon returned to Hampton Institute. 
Armstrong was beginning to include a few black teachers and invited him 
in 1879 to deliver a commencement address and to teach. Booker taught 
a night class for the poorest students, who worked in the daytime to pay 
for their education. He also advised a group of Indians from Western 
reservations. 
     In 1881, a request came to Armstrong from Tuskegee, Alabama, for a 
white man to organize and run a normal school. Armstrong replied that he 
had “a very competent and capable mulatto,” in fact “the best man we ever 

Booker T. Washington was 
frequently photographed with a 

book in hand.
bing.com images
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had here.” A few days later came the reply, “Booker T. Washington will suit 
us. Send him at once.”4

 At Tuskegee, Booker was informed by Louis Adams, a tinsmith and the 
wealthiest black resident of Tuskegee, about a para-military group led by a 
former Confederate general that terrorized the local black population during 
the Reconstruction period, which had ended in 1877 with the withdrawal 
of federal troops.5 In addition, Adams told him of two recent lynchings in 
the immediate vicinity, one of them of a political activist.6 Booker would 
avoid conflict and open political activism as a matter of common sense for 
operating in the Jim Crow South.  

He had personal experience as a teen, witnessing an incident that 
dramatized the negative side of conflict, its decisive and permanent 
consequences. General Louis Ruffner, Malden’s leading citizen, suffered 
a disabling head injury when he was struck with a brick as he confronted 
a Klan mob. This sobering incident, combined with his hostile new 
surroundings in the Deep South, caused Booker to adopt a low profile for 
his own safety and that of his allies.

In her 1967 study Means and Ends in Abolitionism Aileen Kraditor 
observed aptly:

One Important difference between abolitionism and the modern Negro 
freedom movements is that the latter is the attempt to practice freedom 
whereas the former was not. It was not primarily the movement of 
Negroes asserting the rights of free people, but a movement to convert 
whites to the belief that Negroes ought to have those rights.7

 In a similar but 
more fragile vein, 
Booker would attempt 
to convince white 
southerners that black 
education was in their 
interest, emphasizing 
peaceful cooperation, 
at once, avoiding 
conflict.  

 Adams had 
traded black votes 
for a $2,000 grant 
from the state to 
pay teachers for a 
normal school, but 

A tiny item in the Bennington Evening Banner 
announced  Viola Knapp's death.
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there was no provision for an actual 
school; so for the first year, Tuskegee 
Institute shared the little black Zion 
Church. After a year Booker bought 
a 100-acre farm for $500 with a 
$200 down payment borrowed from 
Hampton Institute treasurer J.F.B. 
Marshall.8 He put his students to 
work clearing brush (to prepare 
for planting) and repairing three 
dilapidated small buildings that 
would become the first classrooms 
and living quarters. 

Booker continued applying 
classroom lessons to real-world 

situations.  Accordingly, the students constructed most of the new buildings 
and tended to the farm which grew quickly. They even constructed a 
successful brick firing kiln –  after three failures – for bricks to support an 
ambitious building program and to sell to the local community.  

 He spent instructive time visiting poor black farm families of Macon 
County and the surroundings in the Alabama Black Belt. He stayed in their 
one-room cabins learning their habits, sharing their meager bacon and corn 
bread diets, and recruiting their children for Tuskegee Institute. Many of the 
students returned to establish primary schools and help improve farming 
methods, domestic comforts, nutrition, and hygiene.  

In 1892 Booker initiated the annual Negro Conference at Tuskegee 
to inform blacks about improved farming methods and to learn their 
problems, like predatory lending and peonage.9 This led to establishing 
Tuskegee’s Agricultural College in 1897 and hiring the talented 
horticulturalist George Washington Carver to head the department and to 
provide instructional pamphlets on such matters as crop diversity and soil 
improvement.10

Booker believed Southern whites were important to Tuskegee’s success, 
and black education was important to white success:

I came to the notion that there had been two races in slavery; that 
both were now engaged in a struggle to adjust themselves to the new 
conditions; that the progress of one meant the advancement of the other; 
and that anything I attempted to do for the members of my own race 
would be of no real value to them unless it was of equal value to the 
white race by whom they were surrounded.11

Viola Knapp Ruffner's grave, in 
Cave Hill Cemetery, Louisville, Ky.
Booker T. Washington National Monument
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He believed that if skilled black teachers, farmers, and tradesmen 
would provide goods and services to whites, and vice versa, it would boost 
the prosperity of both races and help improve the Southern economy. 
Among Southern whites who agreed with this cooperative approach were 
the Alabama educator and diplomat J. L. M. Curry, New Orleans planter 
and entrepreneur John M. Parker, and Colonel Henry Watterson of the 
Louisville Courier-Journal.

There was also legal support from Southern whites. In 1902 Booker 
secretly funded five lawsuits filed by Texas attorney Wilford Smith to 
challenge the new Alabama Constitution’s disfranchisement provisions. 
Hostile judges claiming state jurisdiction dismissed the first four cases on 
procedural grounds. When Smith appealed in the fifth case, Judge Thomas 
Goode Jones (appointed in 1901 by President Roosevelt on Booker’s advice) 
invoked a federal procedure allowing an appeal to the Supreme Court 
to rule on jurisdiction involving possible violations of the 14th and 15th 
amendments to the Constitution.12

Booker traveled constantly to solicit adequate funding for the school. 
At first in the 1880s he worked the old abolitionist network and northern 
churches. Contributions were sparse at first, and the school verged on the 
skids repeatedly.  But his fame grew steadily because of increasing contacts 
with wealthy philanthropists like oil and rail baron Henry Huttleston 
Rogers, steel lord Andrew Carnegie, rail tycoon Collis Huntington, and rail 
executive William H. Baldwin Jr.  These men offered sound advice as well as 

Students applied what they learned at Tuskegee Institute, 
where most of the early campus buildings were constructed by 

students. This view was taken in 1902.   Library of Congress
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financial support.  
 Such efforts paid off.  By the late 1890s Tuskegee Institute had well 

over a thousand students, almost twice as many as the two state universities 
at Auburn and Tuscaloosa combined. It owned 2000 acres of land, of which 
700 were under crop cultivation.13

Perhaps the most productive philanthropist who worked with him was 
Sears-Roebuck partner Julius Rosenwald, who endowed Tuskegee Institute 
so Booker could spend more time managing the school. Rosenwald also 
funded a project to build six rural schools for Alabama black children 
directed by Tuskegee. The success of these schools inspired the Rosenwald 
Fund that began in 1917 after Booker’s death, which provided matching 
funds for more than 5,000 schools, shops, and teachers’ homes as long as 
local white school boards approved and agreed to maintain the facilities, and 
it required black communities to raise matching funds and supply labor for 
the buildings.14

Booker’s biggest political critics in the South were Senator Ben Tillman 
of South Carolina, Governor James K. Vardaman of Mississippi, and 
Congressman J. Thomas Heflin of Booker’s district in Alabama, all of whom 
publicly promoted murderous remedies for any form of racial uplift.15  On 
the “cultural” front, satirical Atlanta Constitution columnist Bill Arp16 and 
playwright Thomas Dixon Jr. conducted the supremacist chorus.  The latter 
wrote the white nationalist epic play The Clansman and the silent film 
classic Birth of a Nation extolling the dubious virtues of the Ku Klux Klan.17  
President Woodrow Wilson revealed his sympathy for Dixon’s delusions by 
screening his inflammatory film at the White House.18

 Unfortunately, there were black critics in the North, who enjoyed 
relative safety and revealed a remarkable lack of understanding for Booker’s 
vulnerability in the Deep South.  W.E.B. Du Bois faulted Booker’s famous 
Cotton States Exposition speech in Atlanta as the “Atlanta Compromise.”  
His urbane monthly organ The Voice of the Negro became the vehicle 
for Du Bois’ claims that Booker neglected black political rights, meekly 
accepted discrimination, and offered inferior education for blacks. The 
ham-fisted tactics of his ally William Monroe Trotter, editor of the Boston 
Guardian, characterized Booker as the Negro Benedict Arnold, the “Great 
Traitor,” and a “miserable toady.”19 They led the Niagara Movement of 
influential northern blacks and helped form the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).20

 Piling on, the sanctimonious Socialist Party leader Eugene Debs 
denounced Booker for accepting money from anti-union industrialists, 
while at the same time barring blacks from his railroad union.21 
Additionally, Pullman chief Robert Todd Lincoln ignored Booker’s 
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numerous requests to confront racial discrimination on his rail cars, one on 
behalf of W.E.B. Du Bois.22

Booker drove himself compulsively until his death in 1915. He 
continued crisscrossing the country preaching racial progress and fundraising 
for Tuskegee.  He seldom stopped for rest; the Chautauquas, churches, 
schools, lodges, and service clubs called. Later in her life, Viola Ruffner 
observed Booker’s obsessive drive: “He seemed peculiarly determined to 
emerge from his obscurity. He was ever restless, uneasy, as if knowing 
contentment would mean inaction. ‘Am I getting on?’ That was his principal 
question.”23 His torrid pace and lack of rest led to multiple health problems, 
all contributing to his death from kidney failure at the age of 59.24

Dorothy Canfield Fisher wrote of Booker T. Washington’s visit to 
Arlington, Vermont, a few years before his death. He had addressed a large 
audience in Rutland and hired a ride to the little home on Route 313 in 
Arlington where Silas Knapp had plied his woodcraft and fathered Viola 
Knapp Ruffner. He removed his hat, bowed his head, and explained to his 
driver, “To me it is a shrine.”25  �
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More Vermont Abolitionists
J. F. Kennedy

This list forms an addendum to the individuals listed in our fall 2019 
Walloomsack Review, in connection with the article on the famed (or 
notorious) abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. 

Roswell Field (1807 – 1869) was born in Newfane and attended 
Middlebury College.  He became a member of the Vermont bar in 1825, 
and after a nine-year legal dispute over his marriage, he lost the case and 
fled Vermont looking for friendlier gavels.  Settling in St. Louis in 1839, 
he began to learn slave law and defended slaves claiming freedom.  In 1853 
he represented Dred Scott, who asserted his right to freedom when he was 
transported into Illinois and the Minnesota territory, because the Missouri 
Compromise banned slavery north of 36⁰30’ parallel.  Field brought suit 
in federal district court, which ruled that, as a slave, Scott had no standing.  
Then Field appealed to the Supreme Court, which confirmed in 1857 that 
slaves were not citizens and could not bring suit in federal courts.  The 
court also ruled the Missouri Compromise unconstitutional. The latter 
ruling caused Northern states to fear that slavery could return in the North, 
provoking several of them, including Vermont, to nullify federal slave 
law enforcement within their borders. Though Scott lost his case, he got 
satisfaction and freedom when Field publicized that his owner was the wife 
of prominent abolitionist Congressman (and hypocrite) Calvin Chaffee 
of Massachusetts, who persuaded his wife to grant Scott and his wife their 
freedom. Field found Scott a job, as well, in a St. Louis hotel.

Elon Galusha (1790 – 1856) was born in Shaftsbury, son of Governor 
Jonas Galusha.  After assuming a Baptist ministry in Lockport, N. Y., he 
was chosen president of the Garrisonian National Baptist Anti-Slavery 
Convention with Orson Murray of Brandon as secretary. The American 
Baptist Church punished him by deposing him from office of vice-president 
of their Triennial Convention. The Shaftsbury Baptist Association protested 
this action, foreshadowing secessionist sentiment, “ . . . we love union 
much, but we love truth and purity more.”  Later he adopted the view that 
slavery was unconstitutional and joined the Liberty Party.

Andrew Harris (1814 – 1841) was born to unmarried blacks in the 
“Burned-over district” of Western New York. He was adopted at age two 
by a Presbyterian minister in Cayuga. He studied Latin and Greek at the 
Geneva Lyceum and was no doubt moved by the spirit of the Second 
Great Awakening.  Applying for college, he was rejected by Union College 
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and then by Middlebury, undoubtedly because of his race.  Finally he was 
accepted by the University of Vermont in 1835.  Head of UVM, Reverend 
John Wheeler, dreaded unrest due to recent white mob riots in New York, 
but he relented because of Harris’s desire to preach to the poor of his race.  
As a colonizationist, Wheeler was for removal of the black race, and Harris 
was for immediate abolition, making the president’s decision surprisingly 
liberal. Harris spent the winter of his junior year in 1836 and 1837 
teaching children of color in Troy, N. Y., earning $78 to cover his tuition 
at the Burlington school.  (UVM took a long winter break, and the only 
requirement was to appear for exams in July.)  On graduating from UVM, 
Harris was not allowed to speak or share the stage.

Alexander Payne (1811 – 1893), a black Presbyterian pastor in 
Troy, introduced Andrew Harris to famous New York pastor Theodore 
Sedgewick Wright, who in turn introduced him to the black community in 
Philadelphia.  After replacing Payne for a year of preaching in Troy, Harris 
moved to Philadelphia, where he became pastor of St. Mary’s Presbyterian 
Church.

In 1839 Harris spoke before the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS) 
at the Broadway Tabernacle in New York.  His speech foreshadowed “double 
consciousness,” fifty-eight years before W.E.B. Du Bois coined the term, in 
stating that the purpose of the AASS, dismantling slavery, would only be the 
start of solving American race troubles, insisting the only viable American 
future lay in equality.  In 1840 Harris joined the conservatives who walked 
out of the AASS meeting to separate from the ultraists who believed in 
moral suasion, disunion, equal rights for all including women, and voting 
abstinence.  The conservatives formed the new American and Foreign Anti-
Slavery Society, which believed in political solutions, voting, and preserving 
the union, but rejected equal rights for women.

 The future looked bright for Andrew Harris, but tragically, he was 
stricken with fever in 1841 and perished at the tender age of 27.

  Orson S. Murray (1806 – 1885), born in Orwell, bought the 
Brandon Vermont Telegraph in 1835 and converted it from an orthodox Baptist 
organ into one supporting temperance, non-resistance, women’s rights, and 
immediate emancipation, not less radical than William Lloyd Garrison’s 
The Liberator.  Garrison called him the Clarkson of Vermont, referring to 
Thomas Clarkson, the famous British abolitionist.  In 1841 Murray was 
“disfellowshipped” by his Baptist Association, and the Baptist Convention of 
Vermont withdrew its patronage of his paper.  Murray refused to use political 
means in a moral cause and advocated “come-outerism (radial abolutionist talk 
for secession from orthodox religion and politics),” so he often conflicted with 
conservative politicians as much as he did with conventional Baptists. 



Walloomsack Review 44

John Humphrey Noyes (1811 – 1886) was born in Brattleboro. After 
graduating from Dartmouth, he attended the Yale Theological Seminary 
and organized one of the first anti-slavery societies in the United States.  
Noyes was influenced by the unconventional, Christian Perfectionist 
teachings of evangelist Charles Grandison Finney, which prompted Yale to 
revoke his new license to preach. He then returned to Vermont where in 
1836 he started a utopian communal society in Putney and published the 
Perfectionist newspaper.  In March 1836 he visited William Lloyd Garrison 
at the The Liberator office where according to Garrison he “. . . recited 
his ‘anti-human government gesture’ – his renunciation of citizenship in 
a government whose administration was ‘drunk with tyrranic power and 
rampant with cruelty toward Negroes, Indians, and Missionaries.’  He 
denounced its policy ‘as essentially infidel and reprobate, the seat of the slave 
power, the instrument of every kind of villainy and oppression, and wholly 
antagonistic to the spiritual forces which are working for the introduction of 
holiness, peace, and human brotherhood.’”  In 1847, after legal troubles, he 
moved the colony to Oneida, N.Y., to continue controversial perfectionist 
practices and conduct several productive business enterprises.

Delia Webster (1817 – 1904) was born in Vergennes and raised near 
“Rokeby,” the Underground Railroad station run by Rowland Robinson.  
She attended Oberlin College in Ohio.  In 1843 she moved to Lexington, 
Kentucky, to teach art and co-found the Lexington Female Academy.  While 
there, she and Rev. Calvin Fairbanks assisted three slaves, the Haydens, to 
escape to Ohio. She was caught and sentenced to jail for two years, but 
pardoned in two months. Upon release in 1845 she returned to Vermont to 
stay with her parents and teach school. She wrote of her experience in the 
book Kentucky Jurisprudence: A History of the Trial of Delia Webster. In 1854 
with the aid of abolitionists, she bought a farm where she employed free 
black workers on the Ohio River in Kentucky.  It became an Underground 
Railroad station she called Mount Orisen. In early 1854 she was jailed for 
helping fugitive slaves, but she escaped to Indiana where she was captured, 
jailed again, and tried under the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. She was 
discharged later that year and was able to keep the farm with the aid of 
abolitionists in Boston. Rebuilding the farm, which had been damaged by 
looters, she continued to operate it as an Underground Railroad station 
until the Civil War, when she nursed wounded soldiers. After the war in 
Madison, Ind., she taught school in a Baptist church for black children who 
were barred from public schools.   �
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Hiram Harwood the Diarist

Case Studies of Mental Illness
In Nineteenth-Century Asylums

Claire O’Pray

Hiram Harwood was a Vermont farmer in the early nineteenth century 
who, in his late 40s, was hospitalized at the “asylum” now known as 

the Brattleboro Retreat. His illness and treatment serves as a useful example 
of how early medical care, especially with regard to mental illness, was not a 
unified theory but a conglomeration of multiple, even competing, theories, 
and how the medicalization of social factors contributed to this scattered 
approach.

This paper will also look briefly at the illness and treatment of Eunice 
Todd Crafts, the wife of an early Vermont governor, to show that Hiram’s 
experience was not unique and in fact points to a broad pattern within 
medicine of the time.

Hiram Harwood’s farm was called Tanbrook, located on a large meadow 
in the southern part of Bennington. He was born on October 23, 1788, as 
the only son of his parents, Benjamin and Diadamia (Dewey). His father 
was the first child born in Bennington, in 1762, the year after the town’s 
first settlement.

Hiram was hospitalized on November 17, 1837, at the Vermont 
Asylum for the Insane with what was called “monomania.” He committed 
suicide a year and a half later, on March 6, 1839. It is these last few years of 
his life that will be the focus of this paper.

Most of what is known about Hiram’s life comes from the daily 
journal he kept for almost thirty years. Originally started by his father as a 
logbook for farm work, the diaries blossomed into deeply personal pages 
when Hiram took them over on his twenty-first birthday. The originals 
are in archival storage at the Bennington Museum and the typescripts are 
available online. Scholarly work by Robert Shalhope about Hiram’s life, 
and what can be interpreted from his decades of diaries, have focused on 
his political involvement and his family’s social status as representative of 
the changing rural lifestyle and politics typical of Americans in the early 
1800’s. Shalhope’s book A Tale of New England has been termed a retroactive 
autobiography as it explores the details of Hiram’s life based on these 
journals.1
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Hiram Harwood's last entries in his diary reflect the personal trauma he 

was experiencing.  Bennington Museum Collection
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In 1835 Hiram fell while riding his horse on a business trip from 
Bennington across the state line into Hoosick, New York. His legs were 
tangled in the reins and he was dragged by his horse for some distance. He 
was shaken but seemed unharmed, and completed his journey. He consulted 
a doctor, who cleared him after an examination. A few months later he 
began experiencing regular faintness, dizziness, and headaches. He became 
increasingly intolerant to heat and had a few fainting spells that worried him 
and his family. Dr. Noadiah Swift was called regularly to attend to Hiram 
on these  bad days, and prescribed various compresses, emetics, and other 
treatments. While these temporarily helped, Hiram continued to suffer from 
these unspecified issues. He often had to stop work early for the day or take 
days off because the problems were causing him so much distress.

Almost a year and a half after the accident, Dr. Swift diagnosed Hiram 
with “nerve damage” resulting from the fall off his horse.2 Having a cause 
for his health issues seemed to calm him and offered some relief in the 
form of an explanation, a diagnosis. But over the next few months this 
diagnosis did little to change his treatment. Dr. Swift continued to manage 
and attempt to cure his symptoms through traditional folk practices whose 
uses originated in humoral theories about restoring balance to the body by 
getting rid of excess fluids, and encouraging more beneficial conditions, 
such as cooling the head.

What is most notable about Hiram’s treatment before his monomania 
diagnosis is that being given a cause for his symptoms did not change the 
treatment. It is also important to note that his treatment was based on a 
mix of humoral theory, the precursor to modern evidence-based scientific 
treatments, and folk remedies. It is significant that he was being treated 
based on a combination of theories because it shows how physical medicine 
was not based on one unified theory the way we think scientific endeavors 
usually are. To see medicine in the 1800s as a combination of still-emerging 
science, humoral theory, and folk knowledge, not just one or another, 
explains how incompatible theories or opposing treatments could peacefully 
coexist. It also helps to realize that medicine was more unstable, that doctors 
were less sure in their craft, and more willing to incorporate anything that 
was useful rather than being confined by theory to a limited selection of 
treatments that often proved to be inadequate.

A year after his diagnosis, Hiram suddenly stopped writing in his 
journals. He was admitted to the Vermont Asylum for the Insane in 
Brattleboro for “monomania caused by hypochondria.”3 How did Hiram get 
from nerve-damaged farmer to a patient in an asylum?

Reviewing his daily journal, it becomes evident that over the course 
of just three days Hiram seemed to suffer a sudden decline in health. His 
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somatic complaints become increasingly severe and specific, focusing on 
his leg and stomach. The doctors started disbelieving his reports, he was 
almost entirely confined to bed, which caused his handwriting to decline, 
and seem like a different person. Suddenly, the day after his birthday, the 
journals stopped. Two weeks after his last journal entry he was admitted to 
the asylum. It is possible that his diagnosis changed so drastically because 
with this seeming emergence of new symptoms, and an increased severity 
that changed the appearance of many of his symptoms, his doctor saw 
a distinctly new disease. Of course, one wonders what distinguishes this 
symptom cluster as a mental illness when just a few months earlier many of 
the same complaints were thought to be the result of a physical issue.

There is no clear answer. Yet it is this exact lack of clarity that is 
enlightening about nineteenth-century medical (including psychological) 
care. Not being able to define the difference between a physical illness 
and a mental illness has drastic implications for definitions and treatment 
of mental illnesses. These could include ineffective or harmful treatment, 
treatment with seemingly conflicting theories, having no clear prognosis, 
and not understanding what a diagnosis means because it is more difficult 
to study when there is no clear definition or defining line between what you 
are studying and similar but different illnesses. It will be clear later on how 
these issues presented themselves in Hiram’s treatment.

The Vermont Asylum for the Insane (VAI) was founded in 1834 
with funds left in the bequest of Anna Marsh, member of a wealthy New 
Hampshire family who was inspired to start a humane alternative treatment 
facility after the death of a relative. Founded on the principles of moral 
treatment, the asylum was one of the first five in the United States to 
use the moral treatment method. But according to an early newspaper 
advertisement, admission requirements at the asylum were more about class 
standing and finances than illness itself. The only real “medical” requirement 
-- which even so was more of a preference or suggestion -- was that the 
patient’s insanity lasted three months or less. This benchmark comes from 
the common belief that if insanity was addressed within three months of the 
first presentation of symptoms it had a higher chance of being cured.4

Thus, according to the Brattleboro asylum, Hiram Harwood was the 
perfect patient. His family had the financial means to pay the steep weekly 
fees. His “insanity,”5 as defined by his doctors, had lasted almost exactly 
three months by the time he was admitted. He was also a white male, and in 
moral treatment, at least the iteration of which as practiced in the U.S., was 
designed for men. 

While most records about Hiram’s life end with his journal, between 
Shalhope’s book, knowledge of nineteenth-century asylums, and a 
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(presumably) condensed version of his medical record that Shalhope 
generously shared with me, it is possible to piece together a vague picture 
of his stay. His doctor was William Rockwell, who had studied under the 
well known Eli Todd at the Hartford Retreat in Connecticut before being 
offered the superintendent position at Brattleboro. Rockwell’s studies were 
entrenched in moral treatment ideas, especially the Quaker model and ideas 
of Philippe Pinel, 1745-1826, a French physician who developed a more 
humane approach to psychiatric patients.

According to Shalhope, Hiram was housed on the ward reserved for 
disruptive patients. There is no way of knowing if this was because he was 
truly disruptive, because he had physical limitations, the severity of his 
illness, or anything else. Moral treatment in the United States had a focus 
on the therapeutic value of practical work or labor. The current Retreat 
Farm in Brattleboro carries on this theme. Originally a farm that grew food 
for, and was staffed by, (male) patients as part of their therapy, at some 
point it was repurposed into the educational organization it is now. Despite 
this being an integral element of moral treatment, there is little to suggest 
that Hiram worked as part of his treatment. It is not known whether this 
was due to the physicality of his complaints, but considering that he was 
unable to work at his own farm, it is reasonable to assume he could not 
work at the asylum’s farm either. If he wasn’t engaging in the purportedly 
structured and relaxing life of work and community at the asylum, and his 
institutionalization occurred before the rise of talk therapy, what treatment 
was he receiving?

His records from the VAI are riddled with mentions of “Syrup 
sarsaparilla,” “vid con oz. 2,” tincture of “stra dam” laxatives, “cal,” tincture 
of “lythe,” yellow bark, and camphor pills.6 While some of these could 
be explained as treating physical symptoms, many have no use except as 
early precursors to psychiatric medications. It seems out of step with the 
theory of moral treatment to have a patient regularly receiving medication 
for his mental state because moral treatment downplayed the necessity of 
harsh physical treatment. There is no good way to evaluate how effective 
these medications were in improving his condition or symptoms. Some of 
his medications were commonly used for physical complaints. Were they 
prescribed because the doctors saw a medical condition they could fix, like a 
broken leg? If so, where did his doctors draw the line between physical and 
mental illness? What did they see about his case as fundamentally different 
from an injured leg? Were they giving him these medications because Hiram 
believed he had those physical issues and they were trying to placate him? 
If so, this points to a type of coercion and control more subtle than that 
seen with chains and restraints, but following the same principles of patient 
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control as treatment, or simply patient management to make the doctors’ 
lives easier at the expense of patient’s humanity. Were these medications 
given because his doctor thought fixing his physical complaints would rid 
him of his mental illness? This last possibility would be consistent with 
the ever-persistent humoral theory: the idea that purgatives would restore 
balance to Hiram’s humors and therefore rid him of his insanity.

All of these options imply that his doctors believed his mental illness 
either had a physical component or was based on a physical complaint. If 
that belief is true, how is their conception of the physicality of his illness 
different or more accurate than Hiram’s belief that his illness was due to his 
injured leg and the fall off his horse? These questions of patient autonomy, 
trustworthiness, and medical authority are best addressed elsewhere. It is 
worth noting here, though, that the varying conceptions of the physical 
nature of mental illness seen even just between Hiram and his doctors point 
to a wide spectrum in where the line is drawn between physical and mental 
illness.

Hiram’s medical record at the VAI is sparse. What did his life look 
like outside of medication? He was in infrequent contact with his family 
(at one point they sent him a box of apples) although these letters have 
unfortunately been lost. At various points during his stay, Hiram was 
well enough to chop wood7 or go on carriage rides8. But those days were 
infrequent and his medical records give the impression that he was generally 
confined to his room, just as he was at home.

His treatment consisted of a mixture of moral, humoral, and folk 
remedies that led to confusing and seemingly contradictory treatments. The 
asylum environment and outings show the social and environmental sides 
of his care that, according to the principles of moral treatment, fully address 
his symptoms and cure him because they encouraged his “return of reason” 
and strengthening of mind. This line of treatment points to a conception 
of mental illness defined by “reasonable-ness” of actions and presumed 
strength of mental faculties. Yet this model conflicts with the fact that he 
was medicated as part of his treatment, which points to a more physical 
definition of mental illness. Being prescribed medication could have meant 
that Rockwell saw mental disorders as a type of physical problem and not its 
own entity, that Rockwell believed physical symptoms to be a part of mental 
illnesses, or simply that Rockwell was trying to control Hiram’s behavior. 
Whichever of these (or combination of these) is correct is to some degree 
irrelevant because they all acknowledge something about Hiram’s physical 
body being paid attention to and treated as part of his mental illness. This 
provides a much more scientific and biological view of mental illness than 
that seemingly endorsed by subscribers to the moral treatment method. The 
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fact that Hiram was treated with both methods by the same doctor shows 
that Rockwell, and by extension asylum doctors generally in the 1830s, did 
not see mental illness as entirely a physical, social, or environmental issue.

To add to the confusion, once Hiram was seen as insane, parts of his 
life that were not medical, i.e., social, were suddenly viewed through a 
medicalized lens as if they were part of his illness. Whether these social 
factors were rightfully medicalized is beyond the scope of this paper, 
but what is interesting here is how other parts of his life were suddenly 
seen as a medical problem because of his presumed insanity. These social 
considerations included how he dealt with pain, his thought patterns and 
reactions to difficult scenarios, his inability to work, and presumably, the 
quality of his social life. While even the early years of his journals are littered 
with complaints about his unhappiness or discomfort, or his unrealistic 
“hypo” notions, after his monomania diagnosis, these stop being viewed as 
unremarkable or normal characteristics and are instead sinister symptoms of 
his illness. Even his inability to work, which earlier in his illness was thought 
to be a frustrating side effect of his nerve damage and pain, in light of his 
monomania diagnosis is seen as another symptom to be treated and fixed.

The view that these social considerations were assumed to be part of his 
mental illness further blurs the line between what is physical and what is 
mental by re-designating social factors as medical factors, but only in cases of 
mental illness.

This view ties social phenomena to mental illness in a way that is not 
true with physical illnesses, and clarifies the difference between the two. 
But it also seems to de-legitimize the medical nature of mental illness by 
equating it with social issues that are not seen as medical in any other 
context, further confusing what is medical versus social versus physical, and 
where those boundaries actually fall.

Another example of the medicalization of non-medical issues is that of 
the life, illness, treatment, and suicide of Eunice Todd Crafts. She was the 
sister of Eli Todd, William Rockwell’s mentor and superintendent of the 
Hartford Retreat in Connecticut; she was also the wife of Samuel Crafts, a 
member of Congress and Vermont’s twelfth governor. The Hartford Retreat, 
now the Institute of Living, was another of the early moral-treatment 
institutions in the U.S. Founded in 1822, twelve years before the Vermont 
Asylum for the Insane, it served as the closest model for the VAI. Todd was 
the Retreat’s first director, who was greatly influenced by the work of Pinel 
and his moral treatment of the insane at the Bicêtre in France. The Hartford 
institution is also known as one of the first to encourage the mass transition 
from at-home care of the mentally ill to hospital care in New England. This 
trend was the beginning of the treatment system we currently have today 
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and another early step in the blending of medicine and psychology. 
Eunice Todd suffered bouts of melancholy throughout her life. Before 

her marriage she regularly went to live with her brother to receive treatment 
from him, but was never formally a patient at the Hartford Retreat. After 
her marriage and move from Connecticut to Vermont, she continued to 
receive sporadic treatment recommended in letters from her brother. Soon 
after her son died in 1824, she committed suicide.9 Based on some of the 
letters between herself and her husband, it appears as if many of her bouts of 
“melancholy” occurred while she was living alone and isolated in Vermont 
while her family was in Connecticut and her husband was on state business 
in Montpelier or Washington. Was this truly melancholy or was this a 
lonely, isolated woman expressing her feelings and being regarded as sick 
because of it? At what point did normal human reactions become mental 
illness? Did this happen more quickly or easily because she was a woman 
or a mother or part of a prominent family? Did her brother and husband 
use mental illness as an excuse for her socially undesirable behavior? Did 
Hiram’s family use it as an excuse for the fact that he, as the patriarch, was 
unable to provide for the family? These are the same questions about the 
delineation of emotions and social opinion in relation to mental illness, for 
both these cases point to a systemic medicalization of the social factors in 
the lives of those labeled with mental illness.

Four months and five days after his admission to the VAI, Hiram was 
released. While there is no way to know for sure, based on some of the 
later remarks in his medical record, he was still experiencing symptoms of 
his illness close to his discharge. There is also nothing to indicate that he 
improved during his stay. According to his records he didn’t change rooms, 
didn’t start working regularly, and he rarely went on outings. All those 
factors are considered markers of improvement in moral treatment and so 
one can infer from the lack of those activities in his record that he was not 
improving. He did not take up his diary again upon his return. Without 
his own recordkeeping, there is nothing to say what the last year of his life 
was like. It is not known if he resumed working on the farm or not. About 
a year after his commitment to the VAI, on March 6, 1839, he hanged 
himself in the family’s new barn.

As seen through the lives of Hiram Harwood and Eunice Todd Crafts, 
symptoms of mental illness were becoming increasingly medicalized in 
the early 1900s in a way that was not true for physical illnesses. This 
medicalization of social problems only served further to complicate the 
unclear boundaries between physical and mental illness by removing 
traditional boundaries between what is medical and what is not. In turn, 
these unclear boundaries contributed to a buckshot approach to medical 
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care in which patients were treated with methods from multiple, even 
competing, theories. The conglomeration of varying treatment methods is at 
odds with the usual conception of medical care being driven by one theory 
until it is ultimately replaced by another. It shows how the evolution of 
medical thought is less linear than its usual conceptualization, and further 
research could tell more about how this impacted sick people, especially 
those with unclear or confusing illnesses like Hiram’s.   �

1 Robert Shalhope, A Tale of New England (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003)
2 Hiram Harwood Diaries, May 8, 1836
3 William Rockwell, Hiram Harwood’s Medical Record, November 17, 1837
4 Brattleboro Newspaper Clipping, 1836, date unknown
5 What counted as his insanity or when it began is an issue to address later in this paper, but for the sake
of arguing his candidacy for the VAI we will accept the definitions used by his doctors
6 William Rockwell, H.H. Medical Record, November 20, 1837- March 9, 1838
7 William Rockwell, H.H. Medical Record, December 13, 1837
8 William Rockwell, H.H. Medical Record, January 1, 1838
9 Eli Todd and the Hartford Retreat, The New England Quarterly, 438
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Book Reviews

Vermont Senator  
Justin Smith Morrill

A New Look at the Rise 
of Land-Grant Colleges

Reviewed by Bill Botzow

Nathan M. Sorber’s Land-Grant 
Colleges and Popular Revolt¸the 

Origins of the Morrill Act and the Reform 
of Higher Education examines the birth, 
growth and evolution of Land-Grant 
Colleges with particular attention to the 
New England and Mid-Atlantic states. 

 Author Sorber is associate professor of higher education administration 
and the director of the Center for the Future of Land-Grant Education 
at West Virginia University. His premise is that the commonly accepted 
history of land-grant institutional development is off the mark and that the 
history was one of struggle among divergent interests. This conflict between 
alternate views of the purposes of the original and subsequent federal 
legislation led ultimately to a productive synthesis of traditional classical 
higher education and utilitarian advanced training. 

The book focuses on land-grant institutional development catalyzed 
by four Federal Acts, the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890, which established 
land-grant institutions in the states; the Hatch Act of 1897, which funded 
experimental stations; and ultimately the Smith-Lever Act of 1914 that 
provided for land-grant extension. By the second half of the nineteenth 
century, higher education was already well established in numerous colleges 
and universities. They were founded principally by religious denominations 
to train ministers. But with the Morrill Act, public post-secondary 
education institutions arose. The act funded an institution to teach 
agriculture and the mechanical arts in each state with the goal of promoting 
a liberal and professional education for workers. 

Particularly interesting to Vermont readers is the book’s emphasis on 
land-grant development in the New England and Mid-Atlantic states. 
Central to this development was Vermont U.S. Senator Justin Smith Morrill 
(1810-98), who sponsored the legislation that bears his name. Senator 
Morrill was aware of higher-education advancements that were leading to 
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improvements in agriculture and industry in Europe, especially in German 
universities. He saw that America would be at a distinct disadvantage in 
developing its economy without the benefits of applied research and the 
development of a population capable of implementing new techniques. 

Professor Sorber’s volume begins with an account of the attempted 
takeover of land-grant education from the University of Vermont, the state’s 
newly designated land-grant, by agricultural interests led by the Grange. 
It relates how Sen. Morrill at the behest of UVM’s president addressed the 
legislature, editorialized in the Burlington Free Press and wrote letters to 
state senators to counteract proposals for a new Vermont land-grant college. 
Morrill’s view was that land-grant education included liberal as well as 
practical education.   

In essence the two Morrill Acts were a workforce-development strategy 
needed to help the country transition, modernize and develop its economy. 
The implementation of the Act was controversial, and the book Land-Grant 
Colleges and Popular Revolt chronicles that controversy. The interest of 
the Grange and other agriculture societies was in reversing the outflow of 
youth from farms. Their position was that the land-grants should provide 
vocational and hands-on learning through labor and instruction. In their 
views, a no-frills practical education would return graduates equipped 
to reverse farming’s decline. Many farm boys were leaving home to seek 
middle-class lives in towns and cities. The debate could be characterized as 
one between the virtues of a traditional liberal education and a vocational 
one. As so often happens with legislation, implementation plays out in 
ways not originally contemplated. The original land-grant target audience 
of northern farm boys eventually enlarged to include African-Americans 
through the second Morrill Act, and co-education through the grassroots 
efforts of women who saw the land-grants as an affordable and accessible 
path to learning.  

In many ways this study illuminates the background of public policy 
issues we confront today. These include higher education affordability, 
demographic challenges, gender and racial biases, applied or theoretical 
science, classroom or hands-on learning. All these policy issues are examples 
of the ongoing search to find the right recipes in public higher education for 
service to communities.

Sorber navigates these complex issues in a fact-filled, orderly and 
well-laid-out volume. The introduction, each of six main chapters, and the 
conclusion first describe their premises and then proceed to conclusions in 
thoroughly researched and footnoted sections. 

The Introduction begins with the story of how criticism of UVM by the 
Grange for failing to serve farmers played out in the Vermont legislature, 
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pivots to similar populist reform movements in other New England states, 
then outlines the evolution of land-grants through four stages. These are 
antecedents, origins, reformation, and standardization. The following six 
main chapters take us through each stage and form the heart of the book. 

The first chapter illuminates the condition of higher education at the 
end of the American Civil War and the rise of science curricula. During 
this period changing markets allowed agricultural and manufactured goods 
to be transported longer distances. Farmers moved from a multi-product 
homestead approach to focusing on commodities such as fiber, grains, 
and dairy. Entrepreneurs established factories to manufacture goods for 
a growing middle class and for industry. New skills were needed, as were 
teachers. Education needed to change to serve markets that demanded 
applied science as well as theoretical science. In discussing the rise of applied 
science, the book examines changes in mechanics institutes and devotes 
a section to European models, especially those in Germany. Numerous 
Americans key to developing land-grants attended German universities 
to acquire Ph.Ds and then returned to this country to lead and teach at 
land-grants.

The second chapter covers the life of Justin Morrill, the passage of the 
1862 Morrill Act, and how land-grants took form in northeastern states. 
Each state had its own approach, a revealing example of the laboratory-of-
the-states concept. Sorber presents a great deal of information about the 
individuals involved and their institutions. 

The third chapter takes up the reform of land-grants, the rise of 
the influence of the Grange movement and their alternative approach 
emphasizing an education that would return students to the farm. The 
Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island legislatures had each 
awarded their federal land-grant resources to established colleges – Yale, 
Dartmouth, and Brown. The Grange’s reform movement led to those 
states establishing new agricultural colleges that eventually became state 
colleges. In Maine, Massachusetts, and Pennsylvania, however, the land-
grants benefitted from the Grange’s reforms. Vermont was a different story 
as attempts to establish a separate institution failed, and the University 
of Vermont continued as the state’s land-grant but added science and 
engineering to the curriculum. 

The next step discussed is the transformation of agricultural schools to 
state colleges and here Prof. Sorber emphasizes two states, Rhode Island and 
Connecticut. One of the ways he does so is through the letters and diaries 
of Max Schaffrath in Connecticut. This personal account gives a more 
intimate view of the land-grant experience for aspiring students during a 
time of change. Both Connecticut and Rhode Island had new presidents 
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and they sought to evolve their institutions beyond agriculture schools. The 
Grange pushed back. They championed a practical agricultural instruction 
combined with hard farm labor, tradition, and community. But students 
wanted a college experience that included sports and extracurricular 
activities to broaden their experiences and prepare them for middle-
class lives. While the Grange was successful in removing Connecticut’s 
president, the school did not return to an agricultural college. His successor 
understood the challenges facing rural New England and its farmers. He 
started offering short courses and outreach services to farmers and that set 
the table for land-grant extension services that were then funded through 
the 1914 Smith-Lever Act.

Agricultural services provided through extension, along with courses 
for non-degree students, became the means by which land-grants fulfilled 
much of their mission to the agriculture sector. This chapter of Land-
Grant Colleges and Popular Revolt discusses how the Progressive Era further 
transformed land-grants into agents of change in rural communities as 
they addressed not only agricultural production but also culture, health 
and wellness, and education. New technologies that benefited farmers were 
introduced. The previously hostile Grange now worked with land-grants 
for greater support in state legislatures, and traveling land-grant professors 
provided lecturers, instructors, demonstrations, and exhibits in rural 
communities and at county fairs. Again, Sorber surveys the northeastern 
land-grants as they evolve into the current land-grant model of teaching, 
research and service.

 Sorber also presents the history of co-education and how land-
grant colleges became the pathway to higher education for women. 
This important evolution was brought about by the pioneering women 
who applied to land-grants and persisted in their aspirations despite the 
reluctance of college administrators and hostility of male students. The 
Morrill Acts opened the door to co-education because the legislation did 
not differentiate between access for men and women. Most colleges in the 
Northeast were men-only at the time, and agricultural schools did not 
see women as farmers. At first land-grant colleges either resisted or did 
not actively encourage co-education. The movement began at Western 
and Midwestern land-grants. One of the drivers was a need for teachers, 
especially in rural areas. Iowa was the only land-grant to admit women 
from its inception in 1855. In the Northeast, Cornell, in 1870, was the first 
land-grant college to become co-educational. By 1914, coeducation became 
the norm at land-grants. This chapter tells the story of individual women at 
Cornell and in Connecticut, Maine, and New Hampshire as they worked 
for their own education as well as the full inclusion of women in college life.
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 The book also devotes some attention to access for African-American 
students at land-grants and it makes clear the racial barriers at northeastern 
colleges for students of color, especially barriers to career opportunities 
post graduation. The author cites a few examples of male students of color, 
their accomplishments and struggles. The Morrill Act of 1890 required the 
education of black students to receive funding. The Historic Black Colleges 
in the South became part of the land-grant system at this time. In the 
North, black students were few in number. Racial barriers at land-grants 
persisted well into the twentieth century.

At the core of the land-grant mission lies the practical application of 
knowledge. Land-Grant Colleges and Popular Revolt itself exemplifies this 
mission with its contributions to a much deeper understanding of the 
development of land-grants. The concluding chapter well summarizes 
Sorber’s thesis that land-grants origins have been misunderstood. Overall, 
his book provides a well-researched, necessary, and fascinating account 
of the rise and importance of land-grant education and its contributions 
to both science and community life. A reader will likely come away with 
a greater understanding of land-grants and the historical currents of the 
late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century. They are also likely to see 
many parallels to our time and the competing pressures of post-secondary 
education present in public policy today.  �

Land-Grant Colleges and Popular Revolt¸ the Origins of the Morrill Act and the Reform of Higher Education, 
by Nathan M. Sorber, published 2019 by Cornell University Press.

Don Troiani’s 
Campaign to Saratoga 

1777   
by Eric Schnitzer and Don Troiani

Reviewed by Phil Holland

This is a book with the size, heft, 
and glossy good looks to hold its 

own on any coffee table, but its true 
home is the lap or library of the serious 
student of American history. With more 
than 60 illustrations by the country’s 
pre-eminent painter of military figures 
for the period of the Revolution through the Civil War, and a text by Eric 
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Schnitzer, for more than 20 years historian and interpreter at the Saratoga 
National Historical Park, this is a major new work on a campaign that is 
often included on lists of history’s most consequential. 

 The British northern offensive in the third summer of the American 
rebellion was designed to subdue the colonies by invading them from 
Canada via the Champlain Valley and capturing Albany, and then either 
entering New England through the back door or joining with other British 
forces to the south. Instead, the surrender in October of 1777 at Saratoga 
of General John Burgoyne’s 6,000-man army (reduced from the 8,000 with 
which it had begun the campaign) persuaded the French to sign an alliance 
with the young United States and commit to sharing resources that were 
critical to the defeat of the British at Yorktown in 1781. 

 This historical ground has been traveled many times before, but 
Schnitzer and Troiani have brought a bracingly fresh approach to it, one 
based, in the words of Schnitzer’s introduction, on “logistical, tactical, 
foodway, and military personnel study,” in which material culture is given 
greater importance than in traditional histories. More radically, Schnitzer 
sweeps away a number of myths and legends that have accreted in retellings 
since the mid-nineteenth-century. He works exclusively from primary 
sources (not that they don’t also get a critical look), and his range of 
reference is impressive, including journals, pension files, letters, and official 
reports from American, British, and German sources; some will be familiar, 
others not. One result is a number of revisionist conclusions, about which 
more below.

 The lively narrative is aimed at the general reader, but it is also 
generously footnoted: it’s a pleasure to read, skillfully weaving the words of 
sources with the historian’s own narration of events, and thanks to the notes 
it’s a contribution to scholarship. Each of the 19 chapters gets a one-word 
title and a well-chosen epigraph. Beginning with Carleton’s 1776 naval 
offensive on Champlain (and diminishing the impact of Arnold’s resistance 
as measured in other histories), Schnitzer’s tale unfolds from “Inevitability” 
(of a renewed attack in 1777) to “Endgame,” “Surrender” and “Legacy.” 
Despite its wide scope, Schnitzer’s narrative is necessarily selective, 
concentrating on the strategic importance and outcomes of the supply of 
men and materiel available to both sides. The metaphor of chess suggested 
by “Endgame” is apt, as we are enabled to see clearly how the game of war 
was played move by move on the chessboard of the sparsely settled lands 
of the Champlain-Hudson corridor and southwestern Vermont that fateful 
summer and fall. 

 Among the revisionist conclusions alluded to above, one concerns the 
Battle of Bennington. It is well known that Lt. Col. Baum’s original orders 
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directed him to Arlington and Manchester and then over the mountains 
to the Connecticut and circuitously back, with horses in tow, to the 
Hudson. Known too is the fact that Burgoyne redirected the expedition to 
Bennington in a personal conversation with Baum (mentioned by Wasmus) 
when Baum was already on the march. The traditional explanation for the 
change of target is Burgoyne’s having just learned from one of his Loyalist 
allies (“royalist” is Schnitzer’s preferred term), Justus Sherwood or Philip 
Skene, of the lightly defended stores at Bennington. Schnitzer, however, 
points to an entry in the Braunschweig headquarters Tagebuch (journal) 
for August 11 noting that the reason for the change was that, by keeping 
Baum close to the Hudson Valley, General Schuyler would be deterred 
from sending troops to relieve the American forces at Fort Schuyler, then 
under siege by the British; Schnitzer says Burgoyne had just received word 
of Schuyler’s plans. Schnitzer characterizes as “fraudulent” Burgoyne’s later 
explanations for the change of course (that Baum was always destined for 
Bennington and that Riedesel had proposed the idea). 

 In A State of the Expedition from Canada (1780, p. 13), Burgoyne 
implied that he had been aware of the stores at Bennington for some time 
before the raid, but General Riedesel, the German commander, says that 
Sherwood, the former Green Mountain Boy turned Loyalist, had furnished 
Burgoyne with fresh intelligence that inclined him to direct Baum to 
Bennington. In his book Saratoga (1997), Richard M. Ketchum supposes 
that Burgoyne reckoned that Schuyler would not be sending troops east to 
come to the rebels’ aid in Bennington, as they were needed (and indeed were 
sent) to relieve Fort Schuyler to the west; Schnitzer argues more plausibly 
that Baum’s presence in Bennington would have acted as a deterrent to such 
relief and would have kept Schuyler pinned at Stillwater. As it happened, 
Schuyler, unaware of Baum’s mission, dispatched 950 men up the Mohawk 
on August 12. He could afford to, because he knew, as Burgoyne did not, of 
Stark’s presence in Vermont. In any case, Burgoyne’s choice of Bennington 
turned out to be a disastrous one. Summing up the unequal losses on both 
sides, Schnitzer says that the Battle’s “strategic ramifications were similarly 
astounding,” giving the Americans what they needed most: time to marshal 
a force to “check” Burgoyne. It turned out to be checkmate. 

 The book offers other insights, too, including what led General St. Clair 
to decide to abandon Ticonderoga (no man or cannon had to go where a 
goat could go), the surprising extent of Sir Henry Clinton’s plans to come 
to Burgoyne’s aid, and the circumstances surrounding the death of Jane 
McCrea. As for where foodways come in, besides describing the relentless 
pressure on Burgoyne to feed his troops, Schnitzer notes such things as 
that the Continental army retreating from Ticonderoga had no salt meat, 
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depriving it of the ability to send out scouts for extended periods to gather 
intelligence. The role of ammunition, down to the number of musket balls 
in cartridge boxes carried by the various forces of the opposing sides, also 
gets its due, as students of the Battle of Bennington can well appreciate; 
when the Germans ran out of ammo, they had no choice but to run for 
their lives or surrender.

 Schnitzer’s text may be read on its own, but it is complemented and 
extended by a wealth of illustrations, to wit: 20 maps, 18 painted or etched 
portraits of many of the principals involved, images of six documents, 51 
detailed color illustrations of individual soldiers or other participants in the 
campaign, 11 scenes with multiple figures, and 175 expertly taken color 
photographs of artifacts pertaining to the campaign, from regimental buttons 
to weapons, clothing, and accoutrements, many from Troiani’s own extensive 
collections. Each of these illustrations has its own accompanying text, 
typically running to a full paragraph. The pages are never crowded, however, 
thanks to the skilled work of the (uncredited) book designer. The illustration 
text sometimes ties in to Schnitzer’s narrative and sometimes dives into the 
minutiae of the particular object in question. You will learn perhaps more 
than you want to know about cartridge pouch devices and waist belt clasps, 
but the accompanying texts are concisely written, and the objects themselves 
are artfully pictured, sometimes from more than one angle.

 Troiani’s own illustrations, which began as oil paintings in the artist’s 
Connecticut studio, take the academic-realist style popularized by Charles 
M. Lefferts a century ago a step further in the direction of historical 
accuracy. Troiani poses his models in a variety of positions and varies their 
physiognomies and expressions, but there is inevitably a static quality to 
most of the images, however skillfully executed. The leggings in some 
illustrations are tattered and torn (especially if there is a record of their 
having been in poor condition), but most jaw lines are firm and cheeks 
well shaven. I suspect that the actual soldiers were considerably scruffier, 
muddier, and mosquito bitten. 

 Among Troiani’s impressively composed double-page battle scenes, the 
rendition of the British 62nd Regiment of Foot closing in on the 3rd New 
Hampshire Regiment in the woods at the Battle of Freeman’s Farm and the 
march of Morgan’s riflemen stands out for visual brilliance and cinematic 
immediacy. The cover image, showing Lt. Colonel Baum leading his hard-
pressed Brunswick dragoons in a desperate broadsword charge at the Battle 
of Bennington (attested in multiple sources), is less successful, at least to my 
way of thinking. Troiani is not the first artist to try his hand at the gruesome 
killing of Jane McCrea; like John Vanderlyn’s melodramatic, iconic 1803 
painting, he shows her restrained by two Indians, one about to strike a blow 
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on the back of the neck with uplifted tomahawk. There is no display of 
ample bare bosom in Troiani’s painting (unlike Vanderlyn’s), and McCrea 
is shown struggling to escape, but the image strikes me as too posed for the 
evidently impulsive act, growing out of a dispute between the Indians, that 
was her murder.

 There is only one black soldier depicted in the book (a member of 
Livingston’s 4th New York Regiment), and the commentary refers only 
to his clothing, not his skin color or social origins.  Nor are old men or 
child soldiers depicted, though General Schuyler complained to Governor 
Trumbull of Connecticut in July of 1777 that of his 2,700 Continental 
troops, “one third . . . are composed of aged men that ought never to have 
been sent, of Boys or rather Children, and Negroes that disgrace our arms; 
indifferently armed, almost naked . . . ” Troiani sells his paintings, and no 
doubt there is more call for the portrait of a well-dressed member of the 
Tryon County militia than for realistic depictions of the soldiers Schuyler 
refers to. I would like to see Troiani turn his talents to a less sanitized view 
of the American forces.

 It has to be said: it’s a shame that a book that strives for accuracy on 
so many fronts should not have been better copy-edited and proofread. 
Readers will notice too many slips. The book lists for $49.95. That’s no 
small sum, but for a 332-page volume that is actually two or three books 
in one, and that combines strong eye-appeal with a high level of original 
historical scholarship, it’s perhaps not too much to ask.  �

Don Troiani’s Campaign to Saratoga --  1777: The Turning Point of the Revolutionary War in 
Paintings, Artifacts, and Historical Narrative, by Eric Schnitzer and Don Troiani, published 2019, 
Guilford, Conn., Stackpole Books, 332 pp. $49.95.

Recalling a Time When 

Politicians Worked Together

Reviewed by Brian Campion

In his book “Say We Won and Get Out:" George D. Aiken and the Vietnam 
War, Stephen Terry brings readers back to a time when bipartisanship still 

existed in our nation’s capital. 
 In setting out to examine U.S. Senator Aiken’s role in the Vietnam 

War and the roots of his political values and talents, Terry introduces us to 
a world where politicians of both parties worked together to find common 
ground. President Lyndon B. Johnson, a Democrat, and George Aiken, a 
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Republican, may have disagreed on Vietnam War policy but they worked 
together on issues facing rural America. 

 Aiken’s close relationship with Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield, 
a Democrat from Montana, is another partnership that seems non-existent 
today. Aiken and Mansfield met for breakfast every morning for twenty 
years, and it was Aiken and Mansfield who traveled to Vietnam together 
and subsequently told Johnson that the war could not be won and that a 
negotiated settlement was the only way to stop the bloodshed. Johnson 
dismissed their advice. 

 Author Terry also provides his readers with an accessible history of 
the war itself. Interspersed within this biographical memoir is Aiken’s 
voice: steady and timely, as he worked with four presidents – Eisenhower, 
Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon – while staying true to his anti-war position. 
The richest part of the book comes from Terry’s time as an aide to Aiken. 
Before that, Terry had served as a reporter and editor at the Rutland Herald. 
It is from this vantage point, as a journalist, that he first observed Aiken and 
his work. 

 The reporter’s role changed when Terry joined Aiken’s staff. This is 
where Terry shares his first-person view of history and leaves us, and future 
generations of readers, with an inside look into Aiken’s conversations and 
thinking process, including the important role his wife Lola had in his life 
and work. 

 Terry’s time as a Senate staffer coincided with the Nixon 
administration. Aiken was furious over Nixon’s decision to send troops to 
Cambodia; he was also one of the senators who questioned Lt. John Kerry; 
and Aiken was there with the withdrawal of troops after fifteen years of war 
and the death of 58,209 Americans killed in action. Terry witnessed all of 
it and his experience helps us to understand Aiken’s thinking and his role 
during one of the most divided periods in American history. 

 October 20, 1973, became known as the Saturday Night Massacre, 
when Nixon ordered Attorney General Elliot Richardson to fire 
Independent Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox. Richardson refused and 
resigned. Deputy Attorney General William Ruckelshaus also refused. It was 
Robert Bork, then solicitor general, who carried out the order. At that point 
Terry felt “the national government was becoming unglued.” At first, Aiken 
opposed Nixon resigning, preferring to leave it to the voters. He changed 
his mind in August of 1974 when Nixon acknowledged that he had lost his 
political support, and resigned.

 In the second part of the book Terry explores the origins of Aiken’s 
values and political skills. He came from a family who believed in public 
service and progressive politics. His childhood helped form his progressive 
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liberal thinking and cemented his loyalty to “the common folk” of Vermont, 
as well as his suspicion of big money and big business. 

If politicians study history, then Aiken’s legacy can be found in his 
bipartisan voice and his willingness to criticize a president of his own party. 
Although the world of Aiken is no longer in Washington, it is alive and 
well in Montpelier, where Aiken served as speaker of the house before being 
elected governor. If Aiken’s Washington is ever to return, a good start is 
for those who only know the world of McConnell, Gingrich, and George 
W. Bush to read this book. Steve Terry also gives one faith that with more 
Aikens in public service, democracy will not only survive, but it will thrive. �

"Say We Won and Get Out:" George D. Aiken and the Vietnam War, by Steve Terry. Published 2020 by the 
Center for Research on Vermont. 

Toward a Better Understanding 
of Revolutionary War Prisoners

Reviewed by David Pitlyk

General John Stark reported taking seven hundred rank-and-file 
prisoners in his August 18th letter to the New Hampshire Council 

that describes the Battle of Bennington. According to Daniel Krebs, 358 
of these were “common German soldiers.” How should one think and feel 
about them, and the thousands of other Germans captured during the 
Revolutionary War? Their personal stories are, for the most part, lost to 
us. How can their experiences be expanded beyond the simple aftermath 
of battle? What were the long-term consequences of their sudden change 
in fortune for both captive and captor? Daniel Krebs has produced an 
admirable history that addresses these and other questions with A Generous 
and Merciful Enemy. Krebs weds ample political context with social history, 
or “history from the bottom up,” as he puts it. He splits the book into three 
parts. The first provides background on who the German prisoners were, 
the second studies the transitional moment of capture, and the third covers 
their experiences while in captivity. 

 The author’s command of European history is evident in Part I. He 
begins by reviewing the importance and controversy surrounding subsidy 
treaties between Great Britain and the German principalities for leased 
troops. Here he also considers the misapplication of the term “mercenary.” 
Taking this familiar argument beyond semantics, Krebs places it in a 
broader context of the shifting perception of soldiers from subjects of a 
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monarch to citizens of a nation. He notes that prior to the Revolution the 
more important distinction was whether one was a professional soldier or 
not. He goes on to demolish other myths as well, such as those surrounding 
recruitment, noting that these men were not all conscripted nor were they 
the dregs of society.

 Krebs makes clear that his interest is in the lives of common soldiers. 
This means that rather than a smattering of biographical sketches of those 
in positions of leadership, the reader is treated to statistical analysis of the 
social background of the rank and file that is truly fascinating. Age, religion, 
occupation, and marital status are all included to paint a general picture of 
the rank and file Germans. Whether or not they are “foreigners” (Germans 
recruited from elsewhere) is also considered. This analysis alone is worth the 
cover price.

 Part II is comparatively brief, surveying the history of the taking of 
prisoners in Western Europe and North America and the moment of 
capture. The former is well written but not particularly groundbreaking. The 
latter is lively and punctuated with personal accounts.

 One such account is that of Julius Wasmus, a German surgeon present 
at the Battle of Bennington who kept a detailed journal. He is cited only 
as an example of the experience of capture. One suspects his subsequent 
experiences were omitted due to his privileged treatment and the fact 
that he spent much of his time on parole in Rutland, Mass., rather than 
marching south. More widely read journals, such as that of Johann Conrad 
Döhla, are cited with greater frequency.

 Better than half of A Generous and Merciful Enemy is contained within 
Part III and focuses on captivity. This section is organized chronologically. 
Here Krebs’s history flows best, benefiting from his skill in weaving the 
grand political narrative with the conditions on the ground for the captives 
and occasionally diverting to the experiences of the communities like 
Lancaster, Pa., which received them.

 There are many insights contained in this section, but the central 
claim is that the treatment and supplying of prisoners was a unique 
“arena” of conflict, and is worthy of study on its own merits. The 
economic considerations that were a part of the decision-making process 
for belligerents in establishing cartels of exchange, or not, are considered 
in depth. This adds nuance to what has been more simply described as 
a descent into increasingly inhumane retaliations (though proportional 
response was without question on the minds of both leaders and the public).

 Krebs, as one might expect, is fluent in German and his source work 
reflects this. He cites extensively from various Staatsarchiv. His chapter 
on recruitment draws heavily from secondary source material, but these 
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are mostly German-language sources, so the chapter still has merit for an 
English-speaking readership that would otherwise have no exposure to 
them.

 There are limits to Krebs’s analysis that will frustrate students of the 
Battle of Bennington. He considers prisoners taken at Trenton, Bennington 
and Saratoga, at sea, and at Yorktown. He strives to present common, 
representative experiences. This means that he focuses on the Convention 
Army and its legal standing and less on the Bennington prisoners, who were 
a legally distinct group that entered captivity before Burgoyne’s defeat.

 It is also clear that actual Hessians receive greater focus than Germans 
from other principalities. The present author can only speculate as to 
whether this reflects a preference or simply the uneven availability of 
source material. Krebs ought to be commended, however, for including the 
remarkable experiences of Waldeckers captured in the West Florida theater 
by the Spanish. The history of this theater has not received much attention.

 This is a book that sets out to fill a gap. Krebs’s objective is to bring 
balance to scholarship that has focused largely on American prisoners of 
war. While he is not alone in this endeavor, he has succeeded in bringing 
men who have largely been ignored to the forefront in absorbing detail. 
Ausgezeichnet!   �

A Generous and Merciful Enemy: Life for German Prisoners of War during the American Revolution, by 
Daniel Krebs, University of Oklahoma Press, 2013, 376 pp.

Repeopling Vermont: The Paradox 
of Development in the Twentieth Century 

 Reviewed by Jamie Franklin 

One of my first research projects as the curator of collections at the 
Bennington Museum, in the fall of 2005, focused on a beautifully 

hand-drawn presentation copy of the opening bars to “Portals,” a musical 
composition by the avant-garde composer Carl Ruggles. That drawing 
served as a Rosetta Stone of sorts, shedding light on a tightly knit circle of 
nationally prominent cultural figures – including Ruggles, Rockwell Kent, 
Harriette Bingham Miller, and Dorothy Canfield Fisher − who lived and 
worked together in the  village of Arlington, Vermont, in the 1920s.1 I 
am currently working on an exhibition to celebrate the 100th anniversary 
of Robert Frost’s arrival to South Shaftsbury, another hamlet, sandwiched 
between Arlington and Bennington, where he lived from 1920-1938. 

Bennington Museum’s Frost exhibition will explore the large circle of 
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locally and nationally prominent writers, artists, and other cultural figures 
whom Frost befriended, collaborated, and lived alongside during his time in 
southern Vermont, including Dorothy Canfield Fisher, Sarah N. Cleghorn, 
Zephine Humphrey, Arthur Guiterman, Sinclair Lewis, Genevieve Taggard, 
Walter Hard Sr., Vrest Orton, Rockwell Kent, J. J. Lankes, Clara Sipprell, 
Charles Burchfield, and others. So the question is, how did this region and 
its many rural villages tucked into the foothills of the Green Mountains 
become such a hotbed of literary and artistic talent during the 1920s and 
1930s?

Dorothy Canfield Fisher was at the center of this circle of cultural 
figures. She was a best-selling author known for her short stories and novels 
whose settings and characters drew heavily upon her family’s deep historic 
ties to Arlington and her own experiences living there.  It was largely due to 
her enthusiastic endorsement of the virtues of living in rural Vermont that 
Arlington and surrounding towns up and down the valley became a sort of 
cultural enclave. She encouraged many of her own friends and professional 
acquaintances to buy summer homes or settle permanently in Arlington, 
often assisting them in tracking down old farms for sale, lending them 
money, if needed, and/or letting them and their families stay in an old 
Canfield family home while their new-old farmhouse was being restored.2 
Canfield Fisher also served as a spokesperson, of sorts, for the state of 
Vermont, as we’ll learn shortly. 

The story of Dorothy Canfield Fisher and her exceptionally creative 
neighbors did not happen in a vacuum. 

Which brings me to the subject at the heart of Paul M. Searls’s engaging, 
well-wrought book Repeopling Vermont: The Paradox of Development in the 
Twentieth Century, published by the Vermont Historical Society in 2019. 
Searls is a history professor at Northern Vermont University-Lyndon. This 
is his second major book exploring the complex and ever-evolving history 
of Vermont’s physical and social landscape. Searls’s first book, Two Vermonts: 
Geography and Identity, 1865-1910, was published by University of New 
Hampshire Press in 2006 and was reviewed in the first volume of this journal 
by Tyler Resch (Walloomsack Review Vol. 1, pp. 35-37). Seen together, these 
two books map out the story of Vermont’s (writ large) and Vermonters’ 
(individually) sense of self-identity, and inherent contradictions, ironies, and 
paradoxes therein, for a period of more than 100 years, from the post-Civil 
War era up to the American Bicentennial.  

Picking up where Two Vermonts left off, Repeopling Vermont explores the 
tensions between Vermont’s traditional rural, agricultural way of life and the 
modern ideals of progress and development, from late nineteenth century, 
circa late 1880s, through mid-twentieth century, ending around the time 
of the bicentennial.  To better understand the issues at hand, Searls uses 
two specific, slightly esoteric historical episodes around which he weaves 
his larger story. Through the author’s exhaustive research and finely crafted 
storytelling ability, one comes to realize that the two stories at the heart 
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of the book are deeply intertwined, and when seen together help us better 
understand who we are today, as a state and as a people. 

Searls begins his story with the group of Swedish families brought to 
Vermont in 1890 by Alonzo Valentine, a native Benningtonian, in his role 
as the state’s Commissioner of Agriculture and Manufacturing (can you 
sense the tension in this title?).  Valentine, along with other prominent 
Vermonters, were worried about the state’s stagnant population, especially 
in more rural areas with heavily agricultural economies. Though Valentine 
and other state officials were concerned, they didn’t want just anybody to 
help boost the numbers. Primary amongst their fears – and concurrent with 
widespread anti-Catholicism during this period – was the fact that recent 
French-Canadian and Irish immigrants were buying up “abandoned” farms 
throughout Vermont on the cheap. These new immigrants were believed to 
be inferior to native Yankee families who had deep roots. Valentine, feeling 
that Northern European Protestants were of better moral and physical stock 
than Irish and French-Canadian Catholics, facilitated the immigration of 
between 25 and 50 families (the numbers are unclear) from Sweden to three 
villages in rural Vermont. He hoped they would form permanent Swedish 
“colonies” and, in the long-term, bolster the economies and moral character 
of rural agricultural regions throughout the state. 

In the end, Valentine’s state position was nixed after only two years and 
his Swedish “experiment” was seen by many as a failure. Yet Searls argues 
convincingly that it had significant consequences to Vermont’s social and 
physical landscape over the next 75-plus years. Valentine’s Swedish project 
had garnered extensive press, positive and negative, throughout the state and, 
more importantly, nationally. A key component of the Valentine vision had 
been to draw attention to the fact that Vermont had an overabundance of 
“abandoned” or underutilized farms. He did so by distributing nationally a 
list of available farms. As a result, Valentine was inundated with queries from 
throughout the country. The state government, for whom Valentine had 
been working, took note. In the coming decades the state heavily marketed 
the sale of dilapidated farms, promoting visions of summer homes and 
attendant seasonal tourism and recreation. But like Valentine they weren’t 
trying to sell Vermont to just anyone. They focused on a specific, select 
group of the American population: white, professional, and middle to upper 
class, with the income to afford the luxury of leisure or a second home. 

 Wisely, Searls doesn’t drop the story of the Swedes. Nor does he just 
follow them for a few years after their arrival, by which time his repeopling 
project had been declared a failure. Rather, Searls meticulously researched 
the evolving family trees of five of the Swedish families who settled in 
and around Landgrove, on the slopes of the Green Mountains in south-
central Vermont. He tracks their integration into traditional Vermont 
agricultural society through intermarriage with long-time farming families, 
and eventually, in an ironic twist, to several working-class Irish and French-
Canadians. A great strength of Repeopling Vermont is the author’s ability to 
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weave a complex, highly cogent and convincing argument: The most tangible 
long-term outcome of Valentine’s Swedish repeopling project, the state’s die-
hard commitment to marketing Vermont’s cheap “abandoned” farms, was 
at the expense of Vermont’s agricultural and industrial economic sectors and 
ultimately undermined the ability of the Swedes to prosper in the long term. 

Dorothy Canfield Fisher now comes back into the picture. She, 
perhaps more than any other prominent cultural figure in the state, 
embraced Vermont’s summer-homes-marketing scheme to reinvigorate 
its population. Her own short stories and novels often featured artists 
and other “professionals” drawn to the availability of cheap older homes 
in Vermont’s rural villages, surrounded by bucolic nature, unsullied by 
industrial development. In a more official capacity, Canfield Fisher wrote 
marketing copy for the Vermont Publicity Bureau and served as a consultant 
for the Vermont Commission on Country Life (VCCL), an influential 
development project undertaken between 1927 and 1931. The VCCL’s goal 
was to study Vermont in all its facets and make recommendations for how 
to grow the population and economy with the “right” sort of people, while 
simultaneously preserving the state’s natural beauty and traditional roots. 

The driving force behind the VCCL was Professor Henry F. Perkins from 
the University of Vermont, who two years earlier had organized the Eugenics 
Survey which, according to the introduction to the VCCL’s published report, 
“led to the conviction that a comprehensive survey of the factors influencing 
life in Vermont was essential to the understanding of the human forces 
which make for progress in the state.”3 Canfield Fisher’s work for the VCCL 
and its close ties to the Eugenics Survey has resulted recently in retrospective 
scrutiny of the author’s legacy, including the removal of her name from the 
state’s annual children’s literature award. While she was not directly involved 
in the Eugenics Survey, her own writing, both as an independent creative 
agent, and as a mouthpiece of state government, makes it clear that her 
vision of Vermont’s human landscape was limited in scope. She only wanted 
“desirable folks” as neighbors. 

Though Canfield Fisher was renowned for her progressive and 
humanitarian views, including women’s rights, racial equality, and 
educational reform, she too was caught up in trying to attract a particular 
group of people to Vermont: “those men and women teaching in schools, 
colleges and universities; those who are doctors, lawyers, musicians, writers, 
artists − in a word those who earn their living by a professionally trained 
used of their brains.”4 It is clear, based on her large circle of recently arrived 
friends during this period, that she was having success in doing so. In fact, 
by the mid-1930s, Canfield Fisher and others involved in marketing the state 
began to use their famous new neighbors, such as Robert Frost and Sinclair 
Lewis, as a means to attract yet more like-minded folk to Vermont.5

The second story around which Searls builds his larger historical 
narrative is that of Sam Ogden and his “renewal” of Landgrove in the 
1930s. It was in and around Landgrove where many of Valentine’s Swedish 
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immigrants and descendants settled and lived well into the twentieth 
century. Like other small agricultural towns, Landgrove had been in a 
precipitous population decline that began well before the Swedes arrived in 
1890, and continued throughout the twentieth century. 

 Samuel R. Ogden was a native of New Jersey who as a youth had 
enjoyed summer visits to neighboring Peru with a family friend. In 1929, 
wanting to escape the hum-drum of his suburban life as a real estate and 
insurance agent in Elizabethtown, N.J., Ogden didn’t just buy a summer 
house in Landgrove. He bought up nearly the entire village. Shortly 
thereafter the stock market crashed, he and his family moved to Landgrove 
permanently, and he began slowing fixing up the buildings he had acquired, 
living in one, selling the others to friends from New Jersey. 

Ogden went on to live the rest of his life in Landgrove and became 
a prominent figure in the state. He published an early back-to-the-land 
practical how-to book (he was friend of Scott Nearing, who lived in nearby 
Jamaica and was renowned for his decidedly more ascetic back-to-the-
land vision). Ogden became involved in state politics, ran for Congress 
once, chaired the Vermont Development Department. He pushed for 
contradictory measures of simultaneous preservation and development, and 
was influential in the emergent winter recreation industry and other aspects 
of Vermont’s evolving tourist-based economy. 

In the 1960s, for example, along with his good friend Vrest Orton, 
who founded the Vermont Country Store in neighboring Weston in 
1946, Ogden fought to eliminate billboards from Vermont’s landscape. 
His position was typified by this  letter Searls quoted from the Bennington 
Banner of January 31, 1967: “The interests of billboard advertisers are only 
in billboard advertisers; they obviously care not a whit for Vermont as a place 
to live nor as a place for the rest of the nation to come and enjoy restful 
beauty.” In many ways Ogden embodied the promise that the state had seen 
in marketing itself as a well-preserved jewel box filled with summer homes 
owned by well-to-do professionals who would help solidify Vermont’s long-
stagnant populace. All the while, intentionally or not, many practices and 
policies he promoted were making it more difficult for people who had lived 
in Landgrove long before he had arrived, such as Valentine’s Swedes, to a 
make a living.

The greatest strength of Paul Searls’s Repeopling Vermont is that it allows 
us to understand our state’s history as a continuum, in which issues of the 
past and how they’ve been addressed over time have a direct impact today. 
The topics Searls addresses, such as state-sponsored importation of Swedish 
immigrants 130 years ago and Vermont’s nearly 150-year-old obsession with 
attracting the “right kind” of summer tourists, while also trying to grow the 
economy for full-time residents, are as relevant as they’ve ever been. In 2020, 
it is important to recognize that who we have made to feel welcome through 
state policies, words, and actions, have been and continue to be a specific 
subset of the population, a subset that lacks racial, ethnic, and economic 



Walloomsack Review 72

diversity. The recent story of racial harassment suffered by Kiah Morris, 
a Bennington resident and Vermont’s only black female legislator from 
2014 to 2018, is a telling example of how Vermont falls far short of being a 
welcoming state. In a recent investigative report by VtDigger, one of Morris’s 
harassers, Kevin Hoyt, made it a point to be interviewed at the site of the 
Bennington Battle Monument, claiming “My family’s been in Vermont since 
the early 1600s, a long time before they called it Vermont.”6 Of course, the 
first white settlers didn’t arrive to what is now Vermont, originally Abenaki 
territory, until the mid-eighteenth century and I suspect Hoyt would be 
surprised to learn that the only Green Mountain Boy to die fighting in the 
Battle of Bennington was Sipp Ives, a black man.7 Some tropes, such as 
“native Vermonter” exceptionalism, die hard. 

Now more than ever, in an age of globalization and mass digital 
communication, there is a need to take a more creative, inclusive, and 
equitable approach to developing our state’s economy, and bolstering its 
homogenous, aging population. Repeopling Vermont serves as a guide to 
Vermont’s past failures and successes on this front.    �

Repeopling Vermont by Paul M. Searls, Barre and Montpelier: Vermont Historical Society, 2019
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