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Aunt Lucinda’s Attempted History  
of Pomfret

Lucinda Conant produced a manuscript 
history of Pomfret in the early 1850s, but 
upon her death in 1853 it was packed 
away and forgotten.  Rediscovered, it 
addresses the history of Pomfret through 
the pen of a Vermont farm wife and 
illuminates the concerns of an antebellum 
woman dedicated to reform.

By Cameron Clifford

ucinda (Chandler) Conant was a member of the Chandler family 
of Pomfret, Vermont, and a distant cousin of Mehetable 
(Chandler) Coit, whose colonial diary has been recently pub-

lished.  Most of the Chandlers in Lucinda’s immediate family were ap-
parently not literary minded and left no surviving diaries or writings. 
Lucinda, however, had literary aspirations.1  

Lucinda Conant produced a manuscript history of Pomfret in the 
early 1850s, but upon her death in 1853 it was packed away in the un-
used bedroom of an old house and forgotten.  Even if her manuscript 
had been known to later generations, it may have remained obscure.  
Her production was antiquarian, rough, and unfinished.  

Nevertheless, since the manuscript was rediscovered in 2004, it has 
proven to be a unique document.  It not only addresses the history of 
Pomfret through the pen of a Vermont farm wife, but it illuminates the 
contemporary concerns of an antebellum woman dedicated to reform. 
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
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Conant had much to convey.  She wanted to highlight the early years 
of her town.  She wanted to list and describe the people who had settled 
Pomfret.  She wanted to address private and public morality.  She 
wanted to make the point that much had been accomplished in the de-
velopment and enlightenment of the town, but much still had to be 
done.  No doubt, she wanted to include more, but she died before finish-
ing her manuscript.  In all, she produced 101 handwritten pages.2

Lucinda Conant’s Life and Times
Lucinda Chandler, the fifth child of Josiah and Margaret Chandler, 

was born on Christmas day in 1800 and grew up with her siblings in the 
family’s small cape surrounded by farmland near the center of Pomfret.  
Little is known about her formative years.  The one thing that is certain 
is that she attended one of Pomfret’s local district schools.  The quality 
of the schooling varied widely depending on the teacher hired for each 
term.  A neighbor of Lucinda Conant later generously reminisced that 
when he was a child, the “teachers were as good as schools in general 
could find means to employ,” but also added that “there was but little to 
call up intense thought.”  Even so, most got a good grounding in read-
ing, writing, and arithmetic.  Eight years of education was the standard 
and ideal that most families sought for their children.  Further educa-
tion was for the few and was even rarer for girls, and Lucinda was not 
one of the select few.3

Gender roles for girls during Lucinda Conant’s childhood followed 
the familiar patterns of their mothers and grandmothers, with minor 
variations; but by the time Lucinda entered womanhood in the 1820s, 
new attitudes toward women’s roles were becoming codified.  Publica-
tions such as William Cobbett’s Cottage Economy and Hannah Bar-
nard’s Dialogues on Domestic and Rural Economy taught that every 
family needed a husband as “head” and a wife as “heart” of the house-
hold.  Husbands dealt with work and the larger world while providing 
their wives with a home where she reigned as mother and household 
manager.  In time Americans learned and assumed that women should 
be the guardians of all that was good within their households, while 
their husbands made a living and interacted with the wider world.  The 
resulting ideology has been termed the “Cult of Domesticity.”  Women 
became largely housebound and were not to concern themselves with 
things outside their own home.  Those who did not accept the new order 
could simply stay single. 4 

Reaching maturity with a possible predisposition to value her  
single state may have formed in Lucinda Chandler an aversion to the 
idea of marriage.  For throughout her twenties and most of her thirties 
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she remained single.  It must have been a surprise to family and 
friends when Lucinda decided at age thirty-seven to marry her neigh-
bor, Seth Conant.  

Lucinda dedicated herself to family life, but she did so at a time of 
economic uncertainty.  The financial depression that followed the 
Panic of 1837 was the first major downturn in the economy in  
Lucinda’s adulthood, and the country’s worst depression up to that 
time.  The following years were ones of “economic hardship and  
social frustration” for many.5  

The Conants weathered the economic hard times only to face a crisis.  
In late summer 1850, Lucinda’s only child, eleven-year-old Abram 
Conant, became ill and suffered “for ten days with dissentary com-
plaints,” which could not be stopped.  On the morning of August 22 he 
was “partially raised in the bed, reclining upon his elbow, looking hag-
gard beyond description” with his mother sitting by his side.  As death 
pangs overcame him, he managed to say to his mother that he wanted 
to wait and see if his dead uncle, John Chandler, would come to take 
him away, reflecting a popular belief in spirits and becoming fellow 
companions with the deceased.  With that utterance he fell back on the 
bed, “panting and gasping in death.”6

The death of her son and only child plunged Lucinda Conant into 
deep depression.  Her suffering sucked out her ambition and stymied 
whatever plans she had for the future.  Getting by day to day must have 
been a struggle for weeks.  It probably seemed she would never recover 
from this blow.  Instead of recovering from depression, she descended 
into despair with a terminal illness.  By late 1852, she had become, in 
her own words, “an invalid.”  It is unclear what Lucinda’s condition was, 
but it involved a deterioration of her bones, resulting in a broken limb 
that would not heal.  By mid 1853 she knew she would not improve and 
resigned herself to her situation.  In a July 4, 1853, letter, a neighbor 
stated that Lucinda was “low[,] comfortable[,] and happy” but “her 
limbs continue to crumble to pieces.”  On September 10 she died in the 
house she was born in.  She was fifty-three.7  

This outline of Lucinda’s life reveals little.  If this were all there was 
to know, few people today would care that she had lived and died.  She 
left no descendants.  Her brother ended up with the family farm.  Her 
husband remarried within a year of her death.  She was quickly forgot-
ten.   If it were not for the manuscript Lucinda Conant composed in the 
days of her final illness, she would have remained unremembered. 

After Lucinda Conant lost her son in 1850 and she herself became 
incapacitated by illness, there was little she could do.  Melancholy was 
her constant companion, but as time passed she felt she needed some-
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thing to keep her mind busy.  She had time to reflect and revisit the days 
of her youth.  She thought about life in the family home where she had 
grown up and now sat as an adult.  She recalled the stories told by her 
parents about Pomfret before her birth, and her own memories.   
Lucinda formed a narrative in her mind about the history of her family 
and the house they had made their own.  Eventually, toward the end of 
1851, she thought about sharing her story with the younger members of 
her brother’s family, who shared part of the old homestead with her 
and her husband.

Adding meaning to her narrative, Lucinda chose to formalize telling 
the story to the children by setting a special time when they would hear 
it.  She chose Christmas day, 1851, her birthday, to invite the children 
into her room and listen to her.  At 7:00 p.m. on December 25 the chil-
dren were brought in, settled, and ready to listen.  

Lucinda steeped her tale in mystery, as she did not tell the children 
until the end of the story that the events she related happened in their 
own home.  What the children thought of this story is not known.  
What is known is that this event planted a seed in Lucinda Conant’s 
mind to expand her topic beyond her family and its home to her neigh-
bors and the whole town.  By spring 1852, she determined to write a 
history of Pomfret.8

Lucinda Conant’s decision to write a history of her town mirrored 
that of other New Englanders in the nineteenth century.  History was a 
respected genre.  Accounts of providential history, ancient history, king-
doms, wars, and American history were staples that literate families had 
devoured for years.  The antebellum years were especially fertile for 
historical works to become popular.  The fiftieth anniversary of the 
Declaration of Independence in 1826 and a recognition that the Revo-
lutionary generation was passing from the scene stimulated interest in 
national history.  A plethora of historical works were published well be-
fore Lucinda ever put pen to paper.   

While national history was popular, interest in local history was rare 
before the nineteenth century.  People had previously encountered it in 
sermons at church.  Ministers occasionally interspersed special sermons 
with local history to make a theological point, or to celebrate as provi-
dential the anniversary of an important local event.   

Along with such sermons, public celebratory orations were often 
printed, making sure the historical narratives presented were preserved 
for posterity.  These initial meager accounts sometimes inspired further 
inquiries into a town’s history.  The resulting mass of additional infor-
mation many times was then organized and published as the antebel-
lum era’s first books of true local history.  These and later local endeav-
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ors were conceived and written specifically as historical literature.  The 
era of published town histories was thus well underway when Lucinda 
Conant decided to write her own in 1852.

Town histories varied in presentation, depth, range, and accuracy.  
Some were published as letters of communication.  Some were “annals,” 
enumerating in list form the town’s major events, year by year.  Some 
dealt primarily with the early settlement era.  Others were more con-
cerned with Revolutionary history and the accomplishments of local 
citizens.  Many focused on genealogy.  Few approached what today 
would be considered balanced, objective history.9

Although New England was the center of local history publishing  
in the United States when Lucinda decided to write about Pomfret, 
published histories of Vermont towns were close to non-existent.  
Montpelier had a forty-eight-page booklet featuring a historical dis-
course published in 1843.  In 1852, a Danville half-century sermon and 
a short history of Lyndon were published; both of less than twenty-five 
pages.  Zadock Thompson, a former Pomfret and Woodstock teacher, 
produced an extensive history and gazetteer of Vermont in 1824, 
which included short historical sketches of each town in the state;  
he expanded that work into his famous History of Vermont in 1842.  
Although no record exists to confirm it, it is tempting to imagine that 
Thompson was one of Conant’s teachers.  If true, she would have been 
a student well before he began work on his first historical writings in 
the 1820s.  Thompson’s History of Vermont remained the most signifi-
cant source of local history in the state until Abby Hemenway encour-
aged, promoted, and published her massive long-term project, the Ver-
mont Historical Gazetteer, in the late1860s and 1870s; but this was long 
after Lucinda Conant was dead.  If Conant looked for and found ex-
amples of published town histories, she did so in volumes published 
outside of Vermont.10

Up to the time Lucinda decided to write her history of Pomfret 
many women wrote letters, some published books, and very few  
created local histories.  Writing by women expanded greatly during the 
early nineteenth century.  The increase in female literacy in the United 
States created not only an informed public able to read, but also a pool 
of potential writers.11

While it was possible for women to publish, it remained problematic. 
Women were disadvantaged.  Because of their roles as housewives and 
mothers in the service of others, most women simply did not have 
enough time for sustained writing.  This situation was buttressed by the 
prevailing cultural values of the time.  Although intellectual pursuits, 
such as writing, were “reputable, useful and ornamental” for women, 
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“virtue good nature & innocence” were more important.  Writing and 
virtue were viewed as, if not incompatible, then in an uneasy combina-
tion when applied to women.12  

Although there were women writers during Lucinda Conant’s  
lifetime, few wrote and published history.  Pursuing history involved 
acquiring new knowledge through research and fact checking.  Girls 
were not taught to question authority or to focus on non-domestic mat-
ters in preparation for life.  With marriage popularly presented as the 
defining moment in a woman’s life, intellectual questioning was seen as 
unnecessary.  Many women felt it “enough to understand what all the 
talk was about” over an issue without learning about it in depth.  The 
married women who actively pursued historical inquiry required very 
“special husbands” who indulged their interests.13  A woman who as-
pired to write history in the antebellum era therefore generally had to 
be unmarried, childless, not needed as a caregiver, and not compelled to 
earn money.  It is no wonder that the author of the History of Norwich, 
Connecticut, Frances M. Caulkins, was the only female local historian to 
have produced her own book by the time Lucinda Conant decided to 
write her own local history.14     

Lucinda Conant was able to write her history of Pomfret because she 
had the time.  Her endeavor was not enabled by “single blessedness,” as 
she was married, but because she was incapacitated by illness.  No 
doubt the idle days between her Christmas house story of December 
1851 and the start of her history of Pomfret in April 1852 provided 
hours of opportunity for reflection and consideration of her task.  She 
later claimed that once she decided to write she began right away.  This 
suggests that she already knew what her history would include.

Nonetheless, Conant needed sources beyond her own imagination to 
inform her work.  Fortunately, because she was writing local history, her 
sources were readily accessible.  These included books, town records, 
oral history, letters, and her own memory.  Since she could not leave her 
room, all these sources were brought to her.  She purchased and bor-
rowed records; neighbors visited and related family lore and personal 
experiences; letters came from near and far; and she could still recall 
the stories her parents had told and the Pomfret of her youth.15 

Women in Lucinda’s History
Lucinda Conant set out to write a history of her town, but it ended up 

including much more.  She wrote her Pomfret book in just over a year—
a very short time for such an undertaking.  Even so, the manuscript’s 
organization and the roughness of its last sections show that she was 
racing against time to finish it.
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Conant’s manuscript highlights several concerns and themes about 
Pomfret and herself, including history, religion, reform, and life and 
death.  It is enlightening to analyze what she wrote using these general 
concerns as a roadmap into her mind.  Lucinda Conant’s history first of 
all is concerned with the white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant advance out of 
the British Isles into the American wilderness.  She quotes extensively 
from Thomas Babington Macaulay’s History of England on “the Puri-
tan fathers,” showing that she accepted the ascendant interpretation of 
the Puritans as a once persecuted people in England.  First they had 
battled Rome and Catholicism and then later their own monarchs and 
the Church of England before emigrating to New England where, as 
she wrote, they “sought a home in our country for religious and political 
freedom.”  They established Massachusetts and Connecticut, where in 
the course of a century they morphed from strict Puritans into the 
somewhat easier-going Yankees who first settled Pomfret.16

Writing about Pomfret’s Yankee pioneer women particularly inter-
ested Conant.  She excused those women who were ill prepared for 
frontier life but were dragged by their husbands to early Pomfret.  She 
also defended women who had chosen not to marry in an age when 
those who remained single were generally denigrated.    

Conant also wrote about women whose reputations needed no de-
fending.  There was Mrs. Durkee, wife of Pomfret’s unsavory first settler.  
Her father had been one of the early proprietors of Pomfret and he of-
fered his son-in-law some of the wild land on which to settle.  “Mr. Dur-
kee, not of an enterprising spirit,” Conant wrote, “was unwilling to ac-
cept of the offer, but his wife, a woman of much energy, was very 
anxious for the removal” of her family to Pomfret.  She and her father 
eventually forced Durkee to accept the offer, but after getting him to 
Pomfret, she wanted to tie him up in a canoe and send him back down 
the river to Connecticut.  Perhaps it was Mrs. Durkee’s experience that 
inspired Conant to conclude that in contrast to the image of the lonely 
settler clearing his forest home himself, “women and children were very 
active in rendering assistance, and we fancy we can see them piling 
brush and setting fires with an activity surpassing that of the husband 
and father.”17  

Conant enjoyed writing about Alice Hewitt, who was of a “helpmate 
character, energetic in business, and decided in opinion.”  Hewitt be-
came homesick after coming to Pomfret, but “like other women of her 
temperament” made time for herself.  These times were hard to come 
by, however.  One evening when Hewitt’s husband was away and her 
children were in bed, “she thought it a good time to enjoy a special 
treat” of time to herself, “which she had been wishing for for some 
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days.”  However, after it began raining, two cats came through a crack 
near the cabin’s chimney and rampaged through the cabin, then a neigh-
bor fellow barged in, and after a few minutes of chatting “a noise of 
dogs quarreling was heard back of the house.”  On “looking out at a 
back window they discovered by the twilight dogs fighting on a patch of 
melon vines.  Mrs. H[ewitt] remarked that they would injure their vines 
very much” if not stopped.  Because the visiting neighbor was “not of-
fering to meddle” with the dogs, Mrs. Hewitt went outside, “took her 
shovel and beat the larger dog so unmercifully that they fled in different 
directions.”  After her husband came home and she told him what trans-
pired, he went out the next morning and by the tracks in the dirt found 
that one of the dogs had been a bear.  This version of the story was well 
known in town at the time and we are lucky Conant wrote it down, as 
we will see later on.18

In another vignette about women, Conant relates a story involving 
the spunky identical twin sisters, Deborah and Betsey Perkins, both 
present when Deborah was about to marry John Conant.  Conant, 
thinking himself quite witty, “requested Betsey to keep a little out of 
the way lest he should make a mistake” and marry her instead of Debo-
rah.  “Betsey replied that he need not concern himself about that.”  
Since “she was concerned in the matter she [would] take care” to avoid 
such a fate.  Tales of such independent-minded women were particu-
larly cogent to Lucinda Conant.19 

Religion
Along with history and the status of women, public and private mo-

rality were of great concern to Lucinda Conant and she infused her his-
tory with examples of both.  An heir of the Puritans, she was well versed 
in matters of religion and personal morality.  

Lucinda Conant drank deep of the cup of salvation her parents held 
out to her.  They were of the evolving liberal Congregational stripe, 
which hewed close to Unitariansim.  In general, Unitarians believed hu-
mans were so good that they did not deserve eternal punishment.  Uni-
tarian thought was present in Pomfret well before an official Unitarian 
congregation was formed in the 1840s.  Conant does not explicitly claim 
Unitarianism as her creed, but her religious liberalism suggests it was.  
Not once did Lucinda mention punishment, hell, or the Devil in her 
writing.20

Conant’s faith allowed much wriggle room for the integration of vari-
ous Christian doctrines.  To her, God bestowed grace freely, “that all 
may receive if they have kept their spirits pure and impressable.”  She 
saw the practical side of faith.  She believed that when “we give our-
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selves to God without reserve, and believe that he accepts us how fully 
every want is met.  Life is invested with a new interest; labor is easy, tri-
als are light.”  When one was facing especially difficult times, God was 
ever present.  One neighbor woman went through hell on earth, but 
she “still cleaves to her integrity” because she kept her faith.  Another 
neighbor had committed suicide, which was considered an act against 
God, but Conant felt pity and questioned, “Who shall be his judge but 
God Himself who made our frames and remembreth that we are 
dust.”  Conant’s personal god was a loving God who forgave human 
failings.  This god could not have been more different from that of her 
Puritan ancestors.21

Conant’s Protestant amalgamation was accepting and forgiving, but 
it held no room for Roman Catholicism, with its rigid hierarchy and 
elaborate rituals.   Like her ancestors, she abhorred the Catholic Church.  
Protestantism had been in continual struggle against and then in com-
petition with Catholicism for more than three hundred years.  Catholi-
cism had been the faith of New England’s seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century French-Canadian enemies, and in Conant’s own day it was 
invading New England with the waves of Irish immigrants fleeing fam-
ine.  Conant made it a point in her history to differentiate her Protes-
tant Scotch-Irish ancestors from the Catholic newcomers.22

Along with Catholicism, Conant scrutinized the newly founded faith 
of the Church of Latter Day Saints, popularly termed Mormons, with 
skepticism.  This was easy to do because of Mormonism’s newness, hav-
ing been founded only in the 1830s.  Any new faith tends to be widely 
held as suspect because the messy business associated with its founding 
is within the memory of those present at its creation, both believers and 
non-believers.  Mormonism did not have the advantage of nineteen 
centuries of traditional Christianity.  In a nutshell, the Mormons held 
that Native Americans were descended from a group of ancient migrat-
ing Jews, that the Book of Mormon was, along with the Bible, the word 
of God, and that Joseph Smith was Christianity’s newest prophet.23

Although Congregationalists, Unitarians, Baptists, and Methodists 
were all present in Pomfret and noted by Lucinda Conant, she did not 
expend much ink on these groups.  Of prime interest to her were the 
new faiths grabbing attention and souls at the time she decided to write 
her history of Pomfret.  These included, along with Mormonism, Tran-
scendentalism, Swedenborgianism, and Spiritualism.  Imagination had 
combined with faith and hope.

Transcendentalism is an imprecise term for various strains of thought 
deriving from traditional Christianity, humanism, and Romanticism, 
that sought a new spiritual way to experience the divine.  Conant’s con-
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temporary, Frederic H. Hodges, described the disciples of Transcenden-
talism as a group of “young men, mostly in the Unitarian connection, 
with a sprinkling of elect ladies—all fired with hope of a new era in 
philosophy and the world. . . [and] a boding of some great revolution, 
some new avatar of the spirit, at whose birth their expectations were 
called to assist.”  Ralph Waldo Emerson became the unofficial spokes-
man for the movement but even he could not intelligibly explain to the 
average person what it all meant.  Nevertheless, what did resonate with 
many was the emphasis on the unity of the individual, the natural, and 
the spiritual.  Hints of Transcendentalist thought were tapping at the 
doors of many liberal Christians at the time.24

One source of inspiration for Transcendentalists, as well as Lucinda 
Conant, was a resurgent interest in Swedenborgianism.  Emanuel Swe-
denborg, an eighteenth-century Swedish scientist and theologian, em-
braced non-traditional religious thought.  Among his beliefs was that 
“Man is so created that he is at the same time in the spiritual world and 
in the natural world.”25  The divisions within Protestant Christianity led 
many people to tolerate new ideas such as this and some, like Lucinda 
Conant, to accept them.

Conant became interested in Swedenborgiansim through her 
brother-in-law, John Conant, who “never made a profession of reli-
gion” but who, after moving to Massachusetts, “received the Sweden-
borgian faith, and died in the same.”  Her brother-in-law’s newfound 
faith impressed Lucinda and she too read the works of Swedenborg.  
She was impressed by what she learned, and because so “many people 
are ignorant of this faith, or have received false notions concerning it,” 
she included four pages of “extracts” from Swedenborg’s writings in 
her own book.26

Swedenborg’s union of body and spirit set the stage for Lucinda 
Conant’s consideration of Spiritualism, a controversial belief sweeping 
the country at the time whereby the living could communicate with the 
dead.  Historically anathema to Christians of all stripes, Spiritualsim was 
a logical extension of the new beliefs entwining the known world of the 
living with the unknown beyond.  If body and soul were one and inhab-
ited both worlds at the same time, was not contact with the dead possi-
ble?  News from New York State in 1848 caused many to think so.

That year two sisters of the Fox family in Hydesville, New York, 
demonstrated to friends and neighbors their ability to communicate 
with spirits of the deceased through “rapping” messages.  They had a 
strong support system within their own family confirming their new-
found powers.  The mother had already been predisposed toward the 
supernatural and their older brother helped the girls extend the con-
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versational range with the spirits.  An elder married sister arrived on 
the scene and promoted the girls vigorously.

As word of their powers spread, accounts appeared in newspapers 
and people traveled to seek the sisters’ assistance in communicating 
with deceased loved ones.  The girls were tested and tricked by those 
wishing to expose them as fakes.  Exams showed inconsistency and 
limits to the girls’ abilities, but their sister was adamant about their 
powers.  While it was easy for many to prove to themselves the false-
ness of the Foxes’ claims, those wanting to believe did.  Before long, 
others elsewhere found that they too had the power to communicate 
with the dead.27

Lucinda Conant’s Pomfret was not immune to the new enthusiasm 
for Spiritualsim.  Her townsman, Justin Bugbee, was convinced of its 
truth and treated it as an article of faith.  During the last year of Lu-
cinda Conant’s own life, Bugbee noted a “medium meeting” at Daniel 
Tinkham’s house and attended another at Clement Whipple’s, both in 
Pomfret.  The Vails also left correspondence showing their interest in 
the new movement, although sister Hannah Vail wrote home that she 
was “Not quite so glad to hear you are all possessed or bewitched with 
spirits.”  She thought “no good can come of it,” and that she herself 
had “seen neither rappings nor tappings” but “only one pretender.”  
Hannah Vail also had “mediums just across the street” from where she 
lived, and wrote that she and a friend would go over to investigate for 
themselves.  Even so, Hannah’s sister-in-law, Harriet, informed her 
that they had “the reading of two newspapers devoted to [Spiritualism] 
and . . . cheering accounts of good being done in various ways” con-
nected with it.  Lucinda Conant died just as the movement was reach-
ing its zenith in Pomfret.

Conant wrote a paragraph about Pomfret’s “Spiritual manifesta-
tions” for her history.  She claimed that spirits had “revealed themselves 
among the most respectable part of our citizens and are now undergo-
ing a careful and thorough investigation by minds willing and anxious 
to ascertain their true character.”  She herself had suspended disbelief 
for the moment.  It is not known if she died believing in spirit communi-
cation, but as her son had passed, she may have hoped it was true.28 

Social Reform
Spiritualism and religious faith were of prime interest to Lucinda 

Conant, but so were the plethora of social reform efforts hitting high 
gear as she began writing her history of Pomfret.  She was interested in 
issues affecting both Pomfret and the country as a whole.  Conant de-
clared that the “general moral character of the town [of Pomfret] is 
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comparatively good.”  She admitted that there “are lamentable dark 
shades, to be sure, but some improvement has been made in the moral 
state of society, and the idea in part settleing in the minds of the citi-
zens [is] that . . . more must be done.”  The reforms that she believed 
needed attention and action were temperance, women’s rights, slavery, 
and attitudes toward Native American Indians.29

Temperance was of vital importance to Lucinda Conant.  She did 
not indicate that “drinking to excess” had afflicted people in her family, 
but no doubt she had seen its effects locally.  Throughout the colonial 
and early national periods, almost everyone drank alcohol, no matter 
the age or setting.  Work, worship, and relaxation all proved equally 
conducive for consuming alcoholic beverages.  

Accidents and physical abuse facilitated by excessive drinking un-
surprisingly were common facts of life.  However, by the antebellum 
era religious revivalism combined with growing efforts to improve so-
ciety led to new endeavors to control individual behaviors formerly 
deemed acceptable, including drinking alcohol to excess.  Early efforts 
at such enlightenment were initiated by the local elite.  In Pomfret’s 
case, the Dana family provided an example by hosting a community 
work day in the 1820s with water to drink and no alcohol.  It set a pow-
erful precedent and in time more people followed suit, forming tem-
perance societies and promoting abstinence.  It was an easy matter for 
some to give up drinking, while those who were what would be later 
termed “alcoholic” remained examples to condemn.30  

Lucinda Conant became a firm temperance advocate.  In fact, her 
beliefs were militant.  In her history, Conant censoriously reported that, 
“In 1850 one notorious house of immorality was broken up” in Pomfret, 
apparently referring to one of the local stores where liquor was sold or 
an inn where it was served.  By what means this was accomplished she 
does not reveal, but at the time she was writing efforts were “being 
made for the destruction of another den of iniquity.”  She noted that 
there was progress, but “not withstanding the many efforts which have 
been made in twenty five years for the suppression of intemperance, it 
is still an alarming evil and calls loudly for renewed exertions.”  It may 
have taken twenty-five years of efforts by Conant and her allies to put 
an end to drinking in Pomfret, but another eighty years and the failure 
of a nationwide Prohibition Act proved the effort futile.31

Just as the Temperance Movement fired up Lucinda Conant, the ar-
ticulation of women’s rights in the late 1840s fueled a pre-existing 
sense of female ability within her seeking justice.  Conant developed a 
strong sense of herself and women’s abilities in general during the 
thirty-seven years before she married.  Her treatment of “Womens’ 
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Rights” in her history makes it clear she was very familiar with the 
Seneca Falls Convention of 1848.  She was committed to expanding 
women’s role in society beyond the domestic sphere.32

Women’s condition had a checkered past, according to Conant, and 
their present condition still needed improving.  Women remained sub-
servient to men.  In quoting Abby Price, she made the point that women 
had to transcend “fashion . . . public sentiment, and vain show” before 
men would take their aspirations seriously.  The Cult of Domesticity 
must come to an end; Horace Mann had denounced “Women’s Sphere” 
as only a “hemisphere.”  The law of coverture, whereby a married man 
and woman became a legal “one” and the woman’s rights were sub-
sumed by those of her husband, forced women to battle for their own 
legal rights.  “Legal rights,” quoted Conant, must not be granted as “a 
gift of charity, but as an act of justice.”  She advised those single women 
who owned property and paid taxes to withhold paying them as an ex-
ample of taxation without representation.  Men viewed voting as part of 
their humanity; in denying voting to women, men denied women’s hu-
manity.  Mrs. Jane E. Janes, Conant related, declared that she wanted 
nothing less than “the right to vote and to be voted for.”  Lucinda 
Conant was as firm an advocate of radical women’s rights as any of the 
era’s feminist leaders, with the probable exception of those who pro-
moted sexual freedom.  One must wonder how her own personal expe-
riences helped form her position.33

Conant’s section on “Indians” reflected an attitude shared by many of 
her contemporaries.  It was easy to have sympathy with a defeated, van-
quished people.  What she and others ignored, however, was that in her 
own day plenty of Indians were still struggling for their rights and lives.  
She wrote nothing about the forced relocation of the Southern tribes 
during the recent “Trail of Tears,” or of the ongoing pressures west of the 
Mississippi to clear out the Indians for further white expansion.34

Unlike Indians, African American slaves increased in numbers dra-
matically during the antebellum era.  By the time Lucinda Conant 
wrote her history of Pomfret slavery had been propelled to the fore-
front of public consciousness.  Her treatment of the slavery issue mir-
rored the attitude of many who also found it convenient to sympathize 
with displaced Indians.  It was easy for New Englanders to moralize 
about slavery, as they were far removed from the front lines, in this case, 
south of the Mason-Dixon Line, where slavery was thriving.

While Conant opposed slavery, it is unknown what she thought about 
the slaves.  Most likely, pity.  However, if she was like many other New 
Englanders in the antislavery camp, she held contradictory views about 
those who were enslaved becoming free.  Conant and others approved 
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of public pronouncements against slavery, but very few people es-
poused anything resembling a belief in the equality of whites and 
blacks.  In fact, attitudes toward African Americans had hardened.  As 
the antebellum era progressed, the belief among whites that black peo-
ple were inherently inferior intensified and became widespread.  While 
Southern slavemasters used this scientific racism tool to justify slavery, 
many Northerners also accepted it as fact.  Unlike Southerners who en-
countered competent skilled slaves in everyday life, rural Yankees 
rarely interacted with black people.  Thus, it was ironically easy to per-
petuate negative stereotypes of blacks in the North.  Recent studies 
have contributed to our understanding of the history of African Ameri-
cans in Vermont, but at the same time, they also highlight the fact that 
they were few in number.  It would be surprising if Lucinda Conant’s 
antislavery views were not bound up with racial anxieties.  She left out 
any hint of this in her history, however.  As with her account of the Indi-
ans, it was easier to imagine contemporary rural New England without 
black people.35

Two Histories of Pomfret
Lucinda Conant probably intended to write more and address other 

topics as she attempted to finish her manuscript during her decline.  She 
had to give up, however.  Years later, Conant’s work was wrapped up by 
her niece and labeled Aunt Lucinda’s Attempted History of Pomfret.  It 
may seem obvious why Conant’s manuscript was designated an “at-
tempted history”; it was an unfinished effort.  However, another reason 
why Conant’s niece simply labeled and tucked away the work was be-
cause by then it had been superseded.  

While Conant’s manuscript lay hidden, another history of Pomfret 
was written and published as the authoritative history of the town.  
Henry Hobart Vail grew up on his family’s Pomfret farm and was four-
teen years old when Lucinda Conant died.  Vail left Pomfret and pur-
sued a career in the book publishing industry, eventually becoming edi-
tor in chief of the American Book Company.  Later in life he returned 
to Vermont, retiring to a house on the Woodstock Green in the 1890s.  
Vail’s brother remained on the family farm in Pomfret, maintaining a 
personal connection there for Henry, who no doubt visited the home-
stead frequently.  With his renewed connection to his native town, Vail 
decided to research its early history.  He spent days with the town’s 
early records and other sources and wrote a book-length manuscript 
highlighting Pomfret’s beginning, its progression, the faiths of the fore-
fathers, and a separate section on the town’s early settler families.  Vail’s 
treatment of Pomfret history unknowingly paralleled Lucinda Conant’s 
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in many ways.  And like Conant, Henry Vail also died before readying 
his history for publication.  Unlike Conant, however, Vail had a daugh-
ter who saw that her father’s work was published in 1930.36

Henry Hobart Vail and Lucinda Conant both produced histories of 
their small New England town, covering similar topics and following ac-
cepted conventions, but there are big differences between these works.  
While Vail’s was a polished literary accomplishment and Conant’s a 
rough draft, the more important differences between them have to do 
with when and why they were written, and the gender of the author. 

The two histories were the products of different times.  Conant’s an-
tebellum America was plagued with anxieties about slavery, expansion, 
temperance, women’s rights, but also filled with a sense of progress, 
buttressed by hope and the belief that humankind could direct the 
course of history with new and enlightened knowledge.  Vail wrote his 
history at the end of the nineteenth century, when a plethora of town 
and local histories were produced in reaction to changes seen as threat-
ening American society.  Rapid industrialization, increasing urbaniza-
tion, and massive immigration from eastern and southern Europe 
proved disconcerting to many.  Local historians highlighted the strug-
gles, democratic institutions, and seeming simplicity of colonial and 
early-national America as touchstones for modern Americans to reflect 
and act upon.  As a result, Vail dedicated over 80 percent of his narra-
tive to the settlement period of the late eighteenth century.    

In addition to different times, Conant and Vail were very different 
people.  Lucinda Conant was a struggling, provincial farmwife; Henry 
Vail was an educated, cosmopolitan, high-Victorian gentleman.  It is not 
surprising that they looked at history differently, as informed by their 
experiences of and beliefs about gender.  Whereas Conant derided Bar-
tholomew Durkee as a lazy weakling, Vail celebrated him as Pomfret’s 
strong, determined first settler.  Conant’s Alice Hewitt had gone out 
into the night, found a shovel, and beaten a bear.  Vail simply domesti-
cated Hewitt inside the cabin thumping the bear through the narrow 
doorway with her broom without crossing the threshold.  And while 
Conant wondered about the beneficial possibilities of the Spiritualist 
movement, Vail, embarrassed by his parents’ early embrace of it, never 
mentions Spiritualsim as a religious phenomenon in town.37

It is easy to simply accept the accuracy of long-held narratives of local 
history such as Henry Vail’s history of Pomfret when there are no alter-
native interpretations.  While modern-day local historians offer new 
ways to view past events, it is rare and exciting to discover unknown 
voices from the past that can enlighten and entertain us.  Lucinda 
Conant’s “attempted” history of Pomfret does both.
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