A Bitter Past: Hop Farming in
Nineteenth-Century Vermont

The history of hops in Vermont is not
only a history of an agricultural crop, but
also a cross section of social and cultural
history.

By ApaM KRAKOWSKI

Ithink I have asserted heretofore, there were more hops raised in
the town of Hydepark than the rest of the county. Hops had been
so profitable for a few years, that many new yards were planted in the
spring of 1851, which would produce a crop the present fall, which
has been very abundant, and the hops well cured; the prices have
ranged 16 to 18.5 cents per pound.

The quantity raised is over eighty-three tons; the amount of
money from the raising of hops brought into our town is over twenty-
eight thousand dollars. Many more are commencing the business,
and the probability is, that in a short time the price will be reduced to
six cents per pound, as has been the case here once before, when all
but a few threw up the business.

Ariel Hunton
Hyde Park, Vermont
Nov. 20, 1852*

he current craft brewing movement has seen a successful rise

in the last two decades, leading to the start of numerous artisan
breweries throughout the United States. In the case of Vermont,

nearly all the raw materials for their operation are imported into the
state. Just over a hundred years ago, the opposite was true. Halfway
through the nineteenth century Vermont was the second largest pro-
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ducer of hops in the United States, behind only New York, and was ex-
porting nearly the entire crop throughout New England and beyond.

In just over a hundred years the entire hops farming infrastructure
disappeared entirely from the landscape. The last unaltered hop house
structure documented in the state is located in Charleston, Vermont.? It
has been argued that the many difficulties of farming hops and their
sensitivity to growing conditions led to their demise in the state. How-
ever, it would be more accurate to say that the demise of hop farming in
Vermont was a result of the confluence in the middle of the nineteenth
century of commercial, environmental, and cultural pressures on the in-
dustry. Understanding how these three elements worked to bring hop
culture in Vermont from its humble beginnings, through its boom, to its
bust, necessarily begins with the history of hops in colonial America.

ORIGINS

Hops in New England have a long and complicated history. Al-
though wild hops grew throughout North America before European
contact, European hops were introduced into the Massachusetts Bay
Colony in 1628, brought over on the Endicott Voyage to resupply the
Puritan colonists.> Samuel Sewell, the judge of the Salem Witch Trials
and later governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, recorded his trip
to a local hop yard in Woburn, Massachusetts, on August 13, 1702, to
inspect that year’s crop.*

While seventeenth- and early-eighteenth-century accounts of hops
in the colonies are rare, a law passed in the English Parliament in 1732
under the reign of King George 11, titled “An Act for importing from
His Majesty’s Plantations in America, directly into Ireland, Goods not
enumerated in any Act of Parliament, so far as the said Act relates to the
Importation of Foreign Hops into Ireland,” suggests just how wide-
spread and successful the hops crops were in America at that time.
Outlawing the importation of hops from America through Ireland and
into England implied that the hops were abundant enough to fulfill
domestic demand as well as supplying an export trade. The Massachu-
setts Bay Colony had already established itself as an important hops
supplier, shipping hops to New York and Newfoundland as early as
1718.5 Shipping records for the schooner Bernard out of Boston des-
tined for New York include 3,000 pounds of hops in February 1763.7

Further evidence of Massachusetts’s dominance in the early Ameri-
can hop trade is a report that, “A single brokerage firm at North Read-
ing in Middlesex County, Massachusetts, between 1808 and 1837, as-
sembled and sold 16.5 million pounds of hops.”® Although the average
price was nearly 13 cents a pound from 1806 to 1846°, prices through



this time were so volatile that fortunes changed without warning. A
journal keeper in Shirley, Massachusetts, documented that on Septem-
ber 30, 1802, prices were at 6 cents a pound and thousands of pounds
of the crop changed hands. In 1817 the price reached 34 cents a pound.
The origin of Vermont hop culture has its roots in the hop fields of

Wilmington, Massachusetts, the epicenter of colonial hop production
during a large portion of the eighteenth century. An account from
General William P. Riddle of Manchester, New Hampshire, a leading
hop merchant and hop inspector, reveals a possible beginning to the
Vermont crop:

About the year 1800, a few individuals emigrated from Wilmington

[MA] to Bedford, N.H., where they commenced the culture of hops,

and being successful, in a few years most of the farmers in said town

went into cultivation of the article. . . . About the same time [1825]

there was a number of individuals of Bedford and Amherst emi-

grated to Bethel, Vt., who likewise carried the hop root with them,

and cultivated the article successfully, from which the hop fields

spread mostly over the State, and at present Vermont has become the

second in New England for the cultivation of hops.!’

Bethel in Windsor County was still one of the larger producers of
hops in 1840, according to the state agricultural census.

Michael Tomlan, author of Tinged with Gold, noted that the earliest
reference to the commercial cultivation of hops in Vermont appears in
an article published in an 1835 issue of The Genesee Farmer and Gar-
dener’s Journal. The author “H.C.” of “Meadowbanks” describes an en-
terprising pair of farmers, “D & H,” “who cultivate a small [hops] farm
in partnership in a town in Vermont, on the Connecticut River.” From
four acres in 1833 they obtained 3,000 pounds, selling for 20 cents a
pound.!" Accounts of hop farming and yields in Vermont continued to
be published in agricultural journals such as The American Agricultur-
alist, The Cultivator, and The Country Gentleman through most of the
nineteenth century.

RISE AND DECLINE

Cultivation of hops became commercially viable statewide around
1840, where cultivation prior to that year was highly localized. The 1840
state agricultural census reported that Vermont produced 48,137
pounds of hops statewide, accounting for 3.9 percent of the national to-
tal, which was a distant second to leader New York’s production. At the
time, Windham County produced 25,911 pounds of hops, more than tri-
ple the production of any other county in the state. It is important to
note that other eastern counties of Vermont produced miniscule
amounts: for example, Orleans County recorded a mere 642 pounds.*?



The year 1850 saw the peak of Vermont’s hop production against
the national numbers: 288,023 pounds of hops produced statewide,
accounting for 8.2 percent of the national crop, but once again, sec-
ond to New York. In the decade since the 1840 agricultural census,
Windsor County had become the largest producer, totaling 79,700
pounds; Orleans County was second, producing 77,605 pounds; and
Windham County dropped to a distant third with 41,510 pounds.'
The value of the crop in 1850 was near $1.00 per pound, making the
year lucrative for the Vermont farmers.!

The agricultural census of 1860 showed the peak of the hop-farm-
ing boom in Vermont. Statewide a total of 638,657 pounds of hops
were produced, nearly triple the numbers reported just ten years
prior. Orleans County produced 161,192 pounds of hops, nearly
40,000 more pounds than Windsor County. Perhaps the most interest-
ing trend revealed in the 1860 census is that every county in the state
was actively producing hops. This included Grand Isle and Chitten-
den, which both produced around 2,000 pounds. Bennington County,
on the other hand, tallied a mere 8 pounds.” The large increase, how-
ever, only accounted for 5.8 percent of the national crop, a drop of 25
percent from the previous national contribution. This decrease in
Vermont’s production against the national production highlights the
addition to the national output from Midwest and Pacific Northwest
growers. As these areas expanded and improved production, Ver-
mont’s output became less important to the market.

By 1870, signs of the impending decline of the Vermont hop crop
start to show up in the census records. Vermont produced 527,927
pounds statewide, a noticeable decline from the previous total, ac-
counting for only 2.1 percent of the national crop. Windsor and Wind-
ham Counties start to decline in their production, while Orleans dou-
bled production, accounting for nearly half of the entire state’s yield.
Bennington County had no recordable crop, while Chittenden County
produced only a single pound. Rutland County saw the largest de-
crease, dropping from 21,835 pounds in 1860 to 400 pounds in 1870.16

The state agricultural records for 1880 and 1890 show drastic drops
statewide, with Derby, Vermont, the last sizable producer of hops in
the state. And the 1900 census recorded only 4,400 pounds of hops in
the entire state.”

VARIETIES AND CULTIVATION

It is difficult to name or know clearly the variety of hops grown
within the state of Vermont in the nineteenth century. Many accounts
refer to the crossing of male and female plants grown on the farm and



using the seed to produce new plants that could lead to entirely new
breeds. The only way to assure the purity of variety is to replicate the
plant through rhizomes (a cutting of one offshoot of the hop root).
Edwin O. Lee’s 1865 essay, however, did describe some varieties in
Vernon, Vermont.

In this section, the Connecticut Valley, we have at least three distinct

varieties of hops, characterized as follows: In the most common kind,

both vines and fruit are of medium size; the hops have a mild flavor,

and part very easily from the stems. Another kind is distinguished by

its large, rank-growing rough vines, dark green foliage, large, squarish,

and strong-flavored fruit, sometimes three and even four inches in

length, and hard to pick. The third variety is known by its red vines,

fruit rather below the medium size, hard, of a golden color, and mild,

agreeable flavor. The First of these is known in the New York market

as the “grape” variety, and the second as the “Pompey” hop. There are

no imported hops in this section that I know of.!8

The “grape cluster” variety was grown throughout New England
and was a long-established varietal.

With nearly no market for hops in Vermont, the crop had to be ex-
ported outside of the state, mostly to New York, Boston, and as far as
Philadelphia. Lee commented that “most of the growers in this sec-
tion send their hops to the New York market to be sold by Commis-
sion Merchants.””? While Vermont hop farmers were competing
against New York’s crop for market share, the western states also en-
tered the market place. The establishment of the California and ulti-
mately the entire Pacific Northwest hop culture is credited to Daniel
Flint, and to a lesser extent his brother Wilson. Flint imported a large
shipment of hops from Vermont, possibly the “Pompey” variety, with
the intent of establishing the first commercial hop farm in California.

Daniel Flint was born on May 9, 1832, in Swanzey, New Hampshire.
By 1850 he was employed by the Flint & Holton Company based in
Crown Point, New York, with his work taking him all over the Lake
Champlain region.® After three years with the company, Flint trav-
eled to California aboard the clipper ship Mystery, landing in San
Francisco.” By late 1856 he had set up a hop yard near Sacramento.
Flint wrote an account describing the status of the hops industry or
hop culture in the Sacramento Valley:

There are only two varieties of hops cultivated here to any great ex-
tent. The leading variety is called the large gray American hop. The
hop is large and compact on the stems. We are so well pleased with it
in every respect, except in some localities it does not give as fine
straw color as we would like, that we are not looking for a better one.

Another variety is called the “San Jose hop,” but the growers do not
plant it if they know it.”?



Flint later wrote that “most all the hops on the Pacific coast came
from my yard and I brought the stock originally over from Vermont in
1855.72 After the harvest of his first crop, he met opposition from brew-
ers who had long established the usage of eastern hops in their brewing
production. Flint took a sizeable gamble, offered his hops for use, and if
the brewer did not feel that these were of the same quality as the east-
ern hops, he would not have to pay for the crop. The hops exceeded the
expectations of the brewers who used them, and Flint proceeded to es-
tablish hop culture on the Pacific Coast.

Unlike in California, the cultivation of hops in Vermont was difficult
for all who grew it. Due to both the volatility of the market and the sen-
sitivity of the crop to weather conditions, hops were a gamble for a
farmer. An account from Ariel Hunton for The Plough, The Loom, The
Anvil in 1856 describes some of the early difficulties of the crop.

The weather was about as much too wet last season as it was too dry
in 1844; the frequent rains caused the hops to rust. At the time the
strobiles were nearly grown, and quite tender, we had frequent
winds, that agitated the vines and bruised the tender buds or cones,

which assumed a reddish-brown color, which was injurious to the
sale of the hops; in consequence of which many went second sort.

Another variable contributing to the downfall of the Vermont hops
industry was the yearly stability of the crop.
The hops will hardly average $5.00 per hundred. There being many
new yards, there have been a few more raised in the county than last
year. In Hydepark, in 1855, 75 tons, the amount realized $40,000 and
$100,000 in the county; this year the growers in Hydepark will
receive about $7500, and the county about $20,000; not enough
to cover the expense of picking and bailing.
Many have contracted debts on the expectation of realizing an
abundant crop and fair prices for their hops. The fall of hops has
caused a great dearth of money, and much financial distress.*

Hunton wrote that hops are a demanding crop to maintain. The
plant can grow nearly thirty feet in a year, sometimes as much as six
inches in a day. Their vertical growth requires a trellis system to sup-
port the plants in their development. The traditional or “Old Method”
of growing the plant was to use poles, primarily of cedar, from the
“swamps of Vermont or Canada.”? Cedar poles were the most com-
mon and inexpensive timber in the northern Northeast, costing a
farmer nearly $150 per acre at the time. While it was a sizeable initial
expense, the cedar would last for years and the poles were planted
upside down each successive season to reduce the effects of dampness
on the wood. The poles were set firmly into the ground and the plants
were then trained up the poles. At harvesting time, the vines were



pulled down and stripped of the hop cones. The cedar posts were then
removed, trimmed of any rotting that had occurred over the season,
and stored for the winter season. Over time this practice shortened
the length of the timber, leading to replacement after a period.?® An
undated stereograph photo (Fig. 1) shows a group of young male and
female hop pickers assembled in a hop field belonging to George
Hubbard in Vernon, Vermont, showing the cedar pole-style hop field.
The hops have exceeded the length of the poles, possibly placing the
photo at or near harvest time.

Later designs resulted in the trellis system: overhead wires set into
larger timber poles, with rope or wires running vertically from the
ground to overhead. Two favorable methods emerged by the 1890s to

Figure 1.: “Hop field at Geo. Hubbard[’s], Vernon.” Stereograph photo
courtesy Andrea Willett.

support the growing hop vines. The first method was to use chestnut
timbers the size of “telegraph posts” set in the ground with wires run-
ning tepee-like down from the posts to anchors set in the mound with
a hop plant. This method allowed more plants to grow in the same
acreage, and required fewer timbers.?” The wires were introduced after
experience showed that twine failed after a single growing season.

The second method that developed during the same period was uti-
lizing large hardwood poles set about twenty-five feet apart in rows,
with wire strung across the top of the timber forming a frame from
which other wires ran to the ground. The plants grew vertically up to
the top of the frames.
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Figure 2.: Plans for a Hop House, by E.O.L. [Edwin O. Lee], in Hop
Culture: Practical Details, [etc.] (1865): 21, 22.



The best contemporary accounts of nineteenth-century hop culture
in Vermont come from Edwin O. Lee (“E. O. L.”) of Vernon, and Zuar
E.Jameson of Irasburg, published in 1865 in the American Agricultural-
ist. While Jameson’s essay gives a better broad account of the methods
of putting in a hop yard, soil conditions, and harvesting tips, Lee’s essay
provides a valuable narrative and diagrams on how to construct an oast
or hop house (Fig. 2). The oast was an important structure on the farm
or in a community of hops production, since it was the site of drying
and packaging or baling the crop. Lee also discussed the difference be-
tween Vermont hop culture and other growing regions, and offered in-
sight into the future of the industry.

Jameson’s essay gives some evidence of the early decline of Vermont
hop culture and touches on some of the environmental pressures that
were starting to affect the crop.

The cut-worm, or grub, will often eat the vine below ground. Its pres-
ence is shown by wilting on the leaves. The offender can often be
found and killed, and sometimes the vine, when partially severed,
will root above the injury and grow. Worms breed in stable manure
more than hog manure or leaf mold. Rust affects hops as it does the
other cultivated crops. If they are nearly matured when attacked by

rust, pick them without delay. Lice very much damaged the crop of
1864; they covered the leaves and stopped the growth.?

The following year, Jameson forecast the looming decline.

Mr. Z. E. Jameson of Irasburg, Vt., writes to the Country Gentleman
that a field in that town which produced 2000 pounds in 1865 yielded
only 200 pounds in 1866. In years past roots were given away. Now
they cannot be obtained without difficulty in sufficient quantities to
replace the dead hills. The runners which are cut up into sets seem
diseased. Whether this state of things is wholly the effect of lice or
partially the result of cutting the vine before the hop is fully matured,
causing it to bleed and exhaust the root somewhat, I cannot say.
There seems to be a prospect that this branch of agriculture will soon
become extinct, unless the causes which have proved so detrimental
can be removed.”

Having a string of difficult growing years created an adverse situation
for Vermont farmers to sell their hops. With better growing conditions
in other regions, Vermont farmers were unable to increase their selling
price to help recover the losses they suffered in the fields. Abundant
harvests from Wisconsin, Washington, and New York saturated the mar-
ket and kept hops prices low in comparison to recent decades.

The final factor in the demise of hop culture in Vermont is found
within the culture and laws of the time. The temperance movement had
gained such strength in the state that taverns and hotels became dry. In



1852, just as Vermont’s hop crop reached the peak of production, Ver-
mont became the second state to adopt prohibition.*

THE Hop CULTURE IN VERMONT

The hop harvest was an important time in both the yearly agricul-
tural production cycle and in social culture (See Fig. 3). Through differ-
ent accounts, we learn that the harvest period was both romanticized as,
and was in fact, a celebratory time. In an account published in the April
1867 issue of the New England Farmer, “J.R.” from Concord, Massachu-
setts, fondly wrote:

I have some pleasant recollections of the old-time hop-pickings,
when we used to eat the luscious watermelons and roasted corn in
the evenings at the hop-kilns, and when the buxom daughters of the
farmers, with their gloves and sun-bonnets stood at the bins day after
day through the hop harvest, and when the bag, with a hoop at the
mouth was suspended under the trap door in the slatted floor of the
kiln, and the dried hops were pushed into it with a rake, and the
smallest boy jumped into the bag to tread them down, and had to
tread for dear life to keep on top of them, and prevent being smoth-
ered by them. They were pleasant days, which will never come again
to me at least.™!

Figure 3.: Hop pickers, detail of Figure 1.



Similar accounts published in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine as
well as other agricultural trade journals referenced everything from so-
cial gatherings to whole towns celebrating. In Vermont, the published
account of Edwin O. Lee stated that the “Hop-harvest generally begins
here during the last week in August. We employ women at thirty to fifty
cents per day.”* A hand-written account of the hops harvest exists in
the Brewer-Mathews family papers at the Vermont Historical Society.
In a letter dated August 7, 1864, from Tunbridge, Jane Hartshorn wrote
to her cousin Henrietta Mathews, “I spoke with Mr. Rowell about your
picking hops. He would be glad to have you pick. They expect to com-
mence by the 22nd [August] certainly. They are going to pick by the
box. They will give 50 cents a box and certainly board them. Be sure
and come if you can.”* A second account by Elmira Streeter Laundry
of Concord Corners, Vermont, reminisced, “We got paid fifty cents a
box and our board and room for picking hops.”** Some farmers paid a
flat wage while others paid by the box harvested. Also in the Brewer-
Mathews papers is a letter from Bethel, Vermont, dated August 1864, in
which Mollie Burnet wrote, “I look up at the end of each line to see if
any one is after me. I expect a man after me to pick hops. I have picked
for seven days and going to three more.”* The best record of a Vermont
hops harvest is Tennie Gaskill Toussaint’s article, “Hop-raising in Ver-
mont,” published in the Autumn 1952 issue of Vermont Life, in which
Toussaint shared the oral history of Elmira Streeter Laundry, a “hop-
girl” or hop harvester from 1885-1890.%* Laundry gives an account of
not just the tiring task of the hop harvesting, but also of the camarade-
rie that was shared within the hop fields of Bill Darling, who by 1890
was one of the last hop producers in Vermont, and the importance of
the harvest within her town.

Following the harvest stage, the hops had to be prepared for market.
A Massachusetts law passed in 1806 established the first regulations for
hop quality.”” In Vermont, county hop inspectors were appointed
through an act of the General Assembly passed October 29, 1831, and in
1852 the legislature appointed an Inspector General of Hops to inspect
and establish a quality control of the crop. There were strict laws on the
preparation, drying (ten days minimum before packing), and the packing
of hops. The inspectors graded the hops either First Sort, Second Sort, or
Refuse. The position of Inspector General of Hops was short lived, with
no references to it found after the peak of hops production in 1860.

BEERS AND BREWERS

Another difficulty of cultivating hops is that the crop has only one
primary use: as the key ingredient in beer production. Hops have natu-



ral preservative qualities and are added to beer to enhance the stability
of the finished product. Because there were only a handful of breweries
in Vermont from the late eighteenth century to the later part of the last
century, the local market for the crop was limited. The earliest brewery
in Vermont was located in Middlebury, and though of notable size, it
produced only porter ale in 1792.3 Daniel Staniford established a com-
mercial brewery in Burlington around the year 1800. The joint brewery
and distillery was located near the northeast corner of Pearl Street and
present-day Winooski Avenue. It produced “beer, ale, and porter, and
manufactured other fluids which even the phlegmatic votary of lager
cannot claim as non-intoxicating.”* A second account states that the
David Tuttle Tavern “on the west side of S. Main St. on Gouger’s Hill”
was also a brewery in 1799.% Other breweries and distilleries quickly
arose around Burlington and the state. Shortly after Staniford started
his brewing operations, further down at the head of Pearl Street, another
company emerged, Loomis & Bradley, though it is uncertain how long
their operation lasted.

Another brewery was started by Samuel Hickok on the west side of
Champlain Street in Burlington. The starting date of the brewery is un-
known, and it burned down around 1837. George Peterson rebuilt it and
produced ale at around 1,500 barrels (50,000 gallons) a year, starting the
longest-running brewing operation of the nineteenth century.* Peter-
son’s son Benjamin was the main brewer in the 1860s and had a notable
run-in with the court system. In a case decided in the January 1869 term
of the Vermont Supreme Court, the State of Vermont v. Benjamin Peter-
son, Peterson was charged with the illegal production of strong beer
consumed within the state. A key witness in the case went on record
claiming it was an intoxicating sour and very bitter beer. A later bottle
from the short-lived Bellows Falls Brewing Company shows how brew-
ers circumvented Vermont’s prohibition law. While the Bellows Falls
Brewing Company in nearby Walpole, New Hampshire, brewed the
“Duplex Ale,” William Miller in Montpelier, Vermont, bottled it and la-
beled it “expressly for export,” that is, to be sold outside of the state.

George Peterson’s brewing operation continued until late 1870 or
early 1871, when Ammi F. Stone, a retired lawyer and merchant from
Charlotte, took over the Burlington Brewery, as it was known, along
with his son, William. They carried on the operation for nearly a decade,
brewing around 3,000 barrels (100,000 gallons) until 1879. By 1880, Wil-
liam Stone had moved the brewing operation to Albany, N.Y., “on ac-
count to the stringency of Vermont’s prohibition law.”** He then turned
the Vermont operation into a successful bottling company of mineral
and soda water.



In the 1850 manufacturing census of Vermont, Peterson was the only
listed brewer in the state. He produced 500 barrels of beer in 1850, us-
ing 2,000 pounds of hops.®® While local histories (such as those of
Quechee and Hartland) claim that there was a brewery whose certain
location was replaced with a church or meeting house, these stories re-
quire further investigation. Other Vermont brewers in the nineteenth
century were Henry Frenier (Barre, 1893), William Savery Warder (Bur-
lington, 1816?), Samuel B. Doty (Morrisville, 1893), Charles M. Blake
(Rockingham, 1875-1879), and George J. Burnham (1893).#

(5N

Figure 4.: A massive hop rhizome recovered from an area in Tunbridge,
Vermont, that was a nineteenth-century farm producing hops among
other crops. The rhizome has since been replanted and is thriving. Photo
courtesy of Scott Russell.

The history of hops in Vermont is not only a history of an agricultural
crop, but also a cross section of social and cultural history. In the time
that has passed since hops first appeared in Vermont, this delicate and
volatile crop and its entire infrastructure has disappeared. The only evi-
dence left of the nineteenth-century boom are wild hops found growing
in areas where the crop once flourished. Examples include the hop rhi-
zome I found in spring of 2011 with Scott Russell of Royalton on the



location of a nineteenth-century hop farm in Tunbridge (Fig. 4), and a
long-forgotten barrel full of hops, found in Windsor County.

The confluence of temperance, westward expansion, and agricultural
challenges, each an important theme in our nation’s history, resulted in
the disappearance of hops in the state. Today, as a result of the current
resurgence in craft brewing and the development of the localvore
movement in Vermont, hop production has returned to the state. With
the interest and passion for small-scale farming rekindled in the state of
Vermont, its history with hops will not end just yet.
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