WINTER 1978 VoL. 46, No. 1

[ ]
[ &)

0

VERMON'T
Hisrory

The PROCEEDINGS of the
VERMONT HISTORICAL SOCIETY




o=

“In transports of exhortation,”

the former circus performer “would leap
from the pulpit and do acrobatic stunts
in front of it and walk among

the people on tops of the backs

of the square pews.”

Jedidiah Burchard and Vermont’s “New
Measure”’ Revivals; Social Adjustment and the
Quest for Unity

By H.N.MULLER, 111 and JoHN J. Durry

During the turbulent decade of the 1830’s it was clear that vast
changes had come to Vermont, and particularly worrisome, that they
showed every sign of permanency. Perhaps the War of 1812 signalled
a turning point in the small state’s fortunes, at least in men’s minds.
Actually the War with its economic dislocations, the severe epidemic
of the mysterious and deadly “spotted fever” (cerebro-spinal
meningitis) and the isolation brought on by Federalist politics may
only have punctuated changes already well under way. Before the un-
popular War the burgeoning state had experienced the nation’s
fastest rate of population growth and exulted in the easy promise that
most ventures would succeed, and many handsomely. Only a few
short years later the boom psychology and its attendant sense of con-
fidence in the future was badly shaken and in steady retreat.

As if pre-ordained by some higher power, a series of natural
disasters afflicted Vermont. In the terrible summer of 1816 frost and
snow came every month destroying several successive plantings and
provoking a trickle of discouraged emigration that in a few years
broadened into a rushing stream. By the 1830’s Vermonters had wan-
tonly cut off most of their rich heritage of timber and with the forest
gone had begun to experience the harmful effects of “dry spells.”
Conversely a series of disastrous storms and the resultant freshets
washed out mill sites (two-thirds of the mills in Rutland and Windsor
Counties in 1811),! carried away much of the rich alluvial soil of the
intervales, destroyed bridges, barns and crops, and drowned livestock.
Then came a plague of grasshoppers, the wheat rust, and the dis-



tressing evidence of general soil exhaustion, and with all of them the
yield of Vermont's fields rapidly declined. The canals that had
promised a much needed outlet for Vermont's produce instead
perversely became arteries for the migration of her sons and daughters
stricken with the “Western craze” and for the inuoduction of
competitive products from the new West. Even the game animals and
fish that had once abounded in her forests and waters were all but
extinct by the mid-1830’s.2

The drastic change in the pace of life in Vermont was starkly ap-
parent by the 1830’s, and it was evident that serious adjustments
would have to be realized, though there was little agreement as to the
direction the adjustments should take. In 1820 liabilities exceeded
assets, and ten years later the growth of population barely kept pace
with the emigration. The newcomers seldom resembled the familiar
old Yankee stock. In 1832 the threat of cholera posed a frightening
menace and during the next decades rude sheds dotted the Burlington
waterfront housing Irish immigrants waiting to die or be released to
find meagre sustenance in a hostile environment.? The old family
farms frequently gave way to sheep folds in a northern New England
version of the enclosures, and the shift away from labor-intensive
agriculture helped alter both the economic base and the traditional
pattern of land-holding. In sheep-crazed Addison County the woolly
animals grazed 373 to the square mile.* Bitter enemies of the
Jacksonians who dominated national policy throughout the 1830’s,
Vermonters felt hostile and politically cut off and were quick to hold
“King Andrew”’ and his political henchmen responsible for many of
their economic woes, especially after the Panic of 1837.

Such a setting in which people had experienced a rapid and
sometimes violent reversal in their prospects for their future, provided
fertile ground for a lively, almost frenetic political and social ferment.
The voters turned to the Anti-Mason Party, which held the gover-
nor’s office from 1831 through 1836, and provided all seven of the
electoral ballots cast for the Anti-Mason William Wirt in 1832. The
state quickly embraced, one on top of the other, most of the national
movements and fads and even generated a number of its own. The
temperance crusade headed by the Vermont Temperance Society after
1828 worked through its more than 200 local clubs to dry up the state
by force of moral suasion. The temperance activities had to compete
for enthusiasm with the Working Men’s movement, prison reform,
care for the unfortunate, education reform, the abolition of im-
prisonment for debt and the mounting fury over slavery. William
Lloyd Garrison published one of his first anti-slavery blasts in Ben-
nington in 1828 and helped evoke the early rumblings of the issue that
gripped the state for three decades.

In 1837 when the Patriotes of lower Canada declared inde-
pendence from Britain and started an optimistic but short-lived
rebellion, Vermonters eagerly embraced the cause, though their
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