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Frontiers, to Farms, to Factories:
The Economic and Social
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The author emphasizes three areas in 
this article: explorations of trends in 
demographics, histories of social 
deviance, and the changing face of 
Vermont due to globalization. They 
portray sides of Vermont that are not 
represented by personality or power. 
Topics of social or economic history
fill in behind the headlines and the more 
visible historical elements and events.
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 Samuel A. McReynolds

 

rom frontier to farms to factories to financial investments, the
economic and social development of Vermont has had as
many peaks and valleys as the state’s terrain. The history of

these changes is no less uneven.
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 It is not my intent to assess the history
of these contours in a few pages. This would not do justice to the Ver-
mont experience. Instead, my more modest goal is to note a few peaks
and valleys in the economic and social history of Vermont. More sim-
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ply, this article will briefly explore recent trends in Vermont historiogra-
phy with a focus on selected under-examined or under-analyzed issues.

Specifically, I emphasize three areas in this paper: explorations of
trends in demographics, histories of social deviance, and the changing
face of Vermont due to globalization. There are no particular events,
patterns, or ideas that tie these three subjects together. They arise from
my interest and training in history and rural sociology and my work in
Vermont communities. These concepts are not without commonality,
however. They portray sides of Vermont that are not represented by
personality or power. Vermont historiography, like most historiogra-
phy, focuses more on the individual via biography and genealogy, or is-
sues of policy or political struggle. Topics of social or economic history
fill in behind the headlines and the more visible historical elements and
events.

 

Demographic Trends

 

It has been said that only demographers can take age and sex and
make them boring. This may explain why historians generally avoid
them. Indeed, it has been nearly a decade since 

 

Vermont History

 

 pub-
lished an article that explicitly dealt with population, and one has to go
back two decades further to find an article that explores the method-
ological role of demographics in historical research.
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 Obviously, there is
need for greater attention to the demographic histories of Vermont. In
particular, I stress the need for a greater understanding of the social
context of historical actions. Knowing key demographic data such as
age distribution, educational attainment, and migration enables us to
lay a stronger social foundation that helps us understand the political
development of the state. Demographics are also important because
historically they have been the basis for concerns about social deviance.
That is, we pay attention to demographics when they seem to paint a
negative picture.

We are fortunate that Vermont’s demographics have gotten attention
from the very beginning of the state’s history. With the appearance of
the first demographic data, Vermont was barely Vermont. It was a scat-
tering of outposts east of New York and west of New Hampshire. The
first census of the region was taken in 1771 when it was enumerated as
part of New York. At that time the territory contained only 4,669 indi-
viduals, and that included two additional counties that were later
placed with New York.
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 Of these early residents, over 51 percent were
under sixteen years of age. Only nineteen individuals were identified as
“negros.” By 1780, the population had risen over tenfold to 47,620 in
less than a decade.
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Changes in populations have also been at the core of social concerns
since the beginning. Initially, the major concern was rapid growth.
However, as early as the 1820s some areas were experiencing popula-
tion decline; others would reach their peak by the Civil War. For the
past 150 years, the primary concern has been how to retain or attract
population, not restrict its growth. A major problem with population
loss, of course, was economics. Typically, a decline in population means
a decline in economic fortune. Vermont was no exception. While some
scholars have looked at the shifting nature of populations as a loss,
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others have seen it as a readjustment.
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 Most certainly, both character-
izations are accurate. Regardless of how one interprets it, the reality is
that population losses were severe. Vermont, more than any other New
England state, lost population. Some headed to Boston, many others
moved out west. Vermont not only lost population, but its young
people were the most eager to move. In a list of 335 emigrants going
west from Vermont in the late 1820s, for example, 258 were under thirty
years of age and 170 of them were under twenty-five.
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 At the latter part
of this era, the census of 1870 showed as many Vermonters outside the
state as within. While many men died for Vermont and the Union, an
even greater number left Vermont, never to return. Significantly, many
of them continued to be from younger cohorts. Examining the 20-24-
year-old cohort shows a radical drop from the previous and subsequent
censuses. And even with the shortage of men, the divorce rate was 1 in
18 in 1870 and on the rise.

In the postbellum era, however, a counterbalance to the population
outflows was building: immigrants from Europe were coming to Ver-
mont. By the end of the century, the foreign born population provided
almost all of the state’s growth. In particular, Irish, Italian, and French-
Canadian émigrés played a significant role in the growth and develop-
ment of many Vermont cities and towns. Most of these new Vermonters,
however, did not settle on the farms. Fewer than ten percent of farmers
were foreign born and a very small share of these were French-Canadians.
Instead, the French-Canadians and Italians settled in the larger towns.
The Italians, in particular were drawn to those with quarry or manufac-
turing work.

As the century progressed many people perceived the decline of “the
good old Vermont stock” and its replacement with foreigners as a fore-
boding trend for the state. A wide range of factors contributed to the
decline of Vermont’s population during the nineteenth century. The de-
cline of agriculture and small industry, both under pressure from mar-
ket competition, was significant. Culture was another cause frequently
cited, and one that would be repeated into the next century.
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As the century turned, concern over Vermont’s demographic decline
continued. The reality, however, seemed to be different than the as-
sumptions, primarily due to the rising fortunes of milk. The flow of milk
from Vermont meant the inflow of dollars in return. Milk quickly rose
to the head of the economic contributor list and more farmers concen-
trated on dairy production.

Increasing revenues allowed farmers to challenge the isolation of
earlier eras. With milk money they could, for example, purchase cars.
As of 1930, nearly two thirds of all Vermont farms had a car, the highest
percentage in New England. This new technology gave farmers a new
sense of freedom. The telephone gave them a sense of connection. As
of 1930, 61 percent of Vermont farms had phones compared to only 34
percent of farmers nationally. Similarly, the arrival of the mail through
rural free delivery strengthened the connection of farmer to the outside
universe. Equally important, 30 percent of Vermont farms had electric-
ity by 1930.
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Histories of Social Deviance

 

Despite its quaint villages and pristine countryside Vermont has
housed a darker reality, or at least the perception of one. We have seen
hints of this undercurrent throughout the demographic exploration of
the state’s history. Not all folks have been convinced that life in Ver-
mont was rosy. In fact, until the 1930s, a dominant view was that the
state was still in decline.
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 The loss of the “good old Vermont stock” was
lamented frequently.
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While some literature in recent years has addressed the less norma-
tive aspects of Vermont’s social and cultural history, it has focused
more on the political than social dimensions of deviance.
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 In general,
historical work in the area has been minimal. In Vermont, “the non-
normative” have been defined as the poor and ethnic minorities, in par-
ticular the French Canadians. Despite some work on these populations,
much needs to be done.
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 There also has been next to no historical re-
search on crime rates and the criminal population. Each of these gaps is
important to cover if we are to gain a fuller understanding of society in
Vermont.

The one exception to the neglect of social deviance has been eugen-
ics. The story of formal efforts to reform the stock of Vermont has been
richly studied from a number of perspectives. The focus of these works
has been the Vermont Commission on Country Life (VCCL), which at-
tempted to study all areas of Vermont’s social, economic, and political
life and to recommend a program for the future.

One of the first to draw attention to the impact of the VCCL was
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Richard Judd in 1979.
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 In 1985, Hal Barron examined the country life
movement nationally and its impacts on rural change.
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 Kevin Dann
has explored the connections of the Eugenics Survey to the VCCL.
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 I
then made the connection of the VCCL to national policies and pro-
grams of rural development.
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 In 1999, Nancy Gallagher, came out with
her comprehensive book, 

 

Breeding Better Vermonters,

 

 in which she ex-
plores the relationship of biology to the history of progressive politics
and social reform in New England. Finally, on a separate but related
topic, Hal Goldman has looked social exclusivity and leadership.
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 The
sum of this work is one of the most impressive arrays of social research
in Vermont history. It stands out as an exemplary body of work that has
made a valuable contribution to our understanding of the state.

 

Vermont in a Global Grip

 

Finally, there is a great need to address the role and status of Ver-
mont in the expanding grip of globalization. A limiting factor in exam-
ining the impact of globalization is the obsession with the question of
the unique versus the universal character of Vermont’s history. Is Ver-
mont’s history unique, as Frank Bryan and John McClaughry argue in
their 

 

Vermont Papers,
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 or does Vermont share more historical similari-
ties to other states, particularly those of the region? In these days of
globalization and expanding American empire, the answer would seem
obvious. My perspective is that we need to draw greater attention to
the connections to external forces. Work in this area is growing, but
more needs to be done.

While the impacts of globalization extend back to the very origins of
the colonies, the coming of the railroads was among the first and most
consequential developments bringing most Vermonters into direct con-
tact with the world beyond their town and state borders. Railroads
were a dominant motif in the state’s history for over a hundred years.
As Tom Bassett argues, the railroad had a profound influence on assist-
ing the development of Vermont.
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 This influence has been noted in the
works of numerous histories including those by Robert W. Jones and
Robert C. Jones who, between them, have written five books on Ver-
mont railroads in general as well as on specific lines.
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 Recently, Giro R.
Patalano published a memoir of his years working on the railroad in
Bellows Falls.
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 Also noted is Harold Meeks’s useful summary of the
history of the railroads in 

 

Time and Change in Vermont.
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The history of the railroads has a bleaker side as well: the stories of
villages that, once prosperous, went into decline when the railroad by-
passed them or located its tracks several towns away. Long after they
had paid off their war debt many small towns owed heavily for monies
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they had committed for railroad development, and many individuals
lost land and money to unscrupulous railroad owners.
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 These problems
had profound impacts on the social and economic development of the
affected communities. This side of the story is less well told. As with to-
day’s tales of globalization, more attention must be paid to the impacts
on the common citizen, the small town.

For example, despite the positive economic impact of the railroad on
communities, its presence or absence often had a negative impact on
populations.
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 Between 1850 and 1880 over half of Vermont’s towns lost
population. Over two dozen lost population in every census from 1830
to 1870. Several have never returned to the population they had during
this era.

 

25

 

 The majority of towns that lost population in every enumera-
tion during these four decades were the localities that had not been
touched by the railroad. On the other hand, of the 56 percent of Ver-
mont towns that reached their peak population in this era, all had
access or close access to the railroad.

The extractive industries were another major connection to the glo-
bal market. The beginning of the rise of the marble industry roughly
coincided with the rise of the railroad. By 1853, marble fever was epi-
demic in Rutland County. Within a decade over 1,200 men were em-
ployed in the industry.
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The forest products industry was also important. While no single ac-
tivity (Christmas trees, wood for milling, wood for burning) constituted
a gold mine, it provided the farmer a means of clearing his land and
getting paid for it. The small scale and eclectic nature of how rural Ver-
monters profited from their forests resembles the practices of Central
American 

 

campesinos

 

 more than American farmers.
Other, nonextractive industries flourished in this era, too. Fairbanks

Scales was one of many newer industries, although it was the largest.
By 1860, 46 woolen mills in the state hired over 2,000 workers; nearly
60 percent were female. Indeed, the growth rate of industry in Vermont
was among the fastest of all states in the country.
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Manufacturing in general was on the rise in the twentieth century. A
study in 1929 noted that one third of all workers were engaged in man-
ufacturing, slightly more than in agriculture.
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 Indeed, the 1929 sum-
mary paints a very rosy picture for manufacturing in the state. Here are
two interesting statistics that demonstrate the ability of globalization to
reach even the smaller Vermont communities. Of these manufacturers,
80 percent were located in communities with fewer than 2,500 people
and over 75 percent shipped their products outside of New England.

With the expansion of extractive industries and manufacturing came
unions. In 1930, there were over 1,500 workers in the Barre area
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alone.
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 Many of these workers were Italians who came to work in the
granite, marble, and slate industries.
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By today’s standards, the most important crop of the era was tourists.
This became the critical cash crop for many people. Not only did hotel
and restaurant owners and workers benefit, but farmers, stores, and a
whole host of other economic units took advantage of this new re-
source. Tourists also became Vermonters, at least seasonal ones. Some
bought property and paid taxes on second homes. In 1929, second
home owners from out of state owned over $20 million in taxable prop-
erty. As with the rise of extractive industries and manufacturing, the ex-
pansion of tourism was dependent on factors well beyond the bound-
aries of the state.

 

Post World War II to the End of the Century

 

The postwar world has seen many economic incarnations and pre-
tenders to the economic throne in Vermont. Dairy has been a steady
but declining industry. Agriculture is no longer number one in the state.
Through the 1970s and 1980s high technology was thought to be the
heir apparent. The arrival of IBM, then Digital, and other companies
pointed to a Silicon Valley of the east. Somewhere along the way, how-
ever, the dream crumbled in market battles and economic setbacks that
originated well beyond the borders of the state.

Increasingly, globalization is the theme. Financial markets are more
centralized on a global scale and manufacturing within the state is
under constant pressure from external forces. Ownership of the
state’s businesses is increasingly internationalized. A good example of
the influence of external forces is investment income. New and impor-
tant contributors to the Vermont economy today are dividend and in-
terest payments. Vermont households in 1997 received more than 21
cents out of every dollar of income from these sources.

 

31

 

 This figure
was the third largest among all states. Florida was first, which is no
surprise, given the number of retirees and elderly in the state. Wyo-
ming was second, which again was no surprise, because it is the home
of Dick Cheney and other wealthy investors. Vermont economist Jeffrey
Carr has noted that this reliance on unearned income is a problem for
the state. “When things are going well in financial markets, we do very
well. When the stock market takes a powder, that can adversely affect
our personal-income-tax receipts.”
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Other factors contribute to the state’s economy and will shape its fu-
ture outlook, but no single area is dominant and none presently look like
they are going to be expanding. These include high technology, higher
education, communication, Vermont products, and forest products.
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Finally, I note that Vermont continues to show a similar but changing
demographic makeup. For example, while still among the whitest
states, it has been surpassed by Maine in this category. While median
household income is lower than the national median, the percent of
persons living below the poverty level and of children living in poverty
are noticeably less than the national figures. And the home ownership
rate is among the highest in the nation.
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What is the Future for Vermont’s Economic and Social
Development and How Do We Document It?

 

Today, Vermont’s economy is increasingly dependent on markets
and other economies. Tourism and recreation remain key contributors
to the Vermont economy. Depending on estimates they account for 15
to 40 percent of all economic activity. As the national or global econo-
mies falter, tourism is one of the first sectors to decline. But by trying to
expand the tourist and recreation season into a year round affair, the
state has tried to even out swings in the economic cycles.

Closely connected to the theme of globalization is centralization.
This includes the centralization of political power. A centralized system
may facilitate the external influences that are affecting Vermont. One
can argue that local control, as envisioned by Frank Bryan and John
McClaughry, has long since disappeared, and as Joe Sherman notes, the
state has been highly centralized for a long time.
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 As Gregory Sanford
contends, “Vermont is the vanguard of centralized government.”
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While the traditional economic powerhouses of tourism and recre-
ation will probably continue to expand, the dairy industry is in a very
precarious position that will get worse before it gets better if it im-
proves at all. Regardless of the area noted, most new employment will
continue to be in the service sector. That means lower pay and the ab-
sence of unions. While unionization has not been particularly strong in
Vermont, it is likely to be even weaker in the future.

What does the future hold for business? As a result of the expansion
and power of markets, Vermont’s business future is like the distant
eddies of a rock hitting the water. There may not be an immediate splash
in the state, but a wave is coming. The prognostication of business devel-
opment in Vermont is clouded by the current market problems and the
fallout from the various corporate failures and scandals of 2002.The
problem is further exacerbated by the precipitous decline in dairy prices
and price support. A most cautious assumption is that small business will
be the primary mode of operation in Vermont in the twenty-first century.

So, where is Vermont going? The answer is that as historians, we are
not expected to know. Given the growing global forces that affect the
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state it is difficult to specify exactly what will happen. I can say that I
believe whatever happens will continue to push Vermont toward
greater integration into and conformity with world markets and behav-
iors. The uniqueness of Vermont will not derive from what it does eco-
nomically or socially but from how it responds to these universal forces.
The challenge to historians will be to recognize these forces and inter-
pret them.
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