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A Trace of Arabic in Granite:
Lebanese Migration to the Green 
Mountains, 1890–1940

Illustrating the presence of Middle 
Easterners and their descendants in 
Vermont shifts one’s perspective on state 
history, an especially timely endeavor in 
light of contemporary American culture 
and politics.

By AMY E. ROWE

Walking through a graveyard in Vermont, one would hardly 

expect to see Arabic lettering gracefully marking polished 

granite stones; yet this is what one sees on select family 

tombstones in St. Monica’s cemetery in Barre and St. Joseph’s ceme-

tery in Burlington. These commemorative pieces stand as testaments to 

Arabic-speaking settlers in the state. The words inscribed on these 

stones have the potential to facilitate remembering, to serve as a text to 

plot the social history of a small immigrant community.1 The grave-

stones are objects that have an afterlife, a post-text, because they serve 

to organize remembrance of the cultural history that gave rise to them.2 

Observing these objects in the landscape opens questions about the his-

tory of these families: When did they arrive in the area? Why did they 
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leave the Middle East? What factors led them to choose Vermont as 

their new home?

My aim is to trace the early history of Arabic-speaking immigrants in 

the state, with particular focus on what economic niche they fi lled and 

why they settled in particular areas. Today we would call the Ottoman-

era Arabic-speaking immigrants “Lebanese”; many of their descen-

dants in the state today either pointedly embrace a Lebanese identity 

or warmly acknowledge a Lebanese heritage and ancestry. Yet, as this 

essay reveals, early efforts to offi cially name these immigrants were 

fraught with debate at the national level. Lebanon was not a separate 

country when the Arabic-speaking people settled in the Green Moun-

tain State; it was instead part of Greater Syria. Thus migrants were not 

referred to as “Lebanese” but rather as “Syrian.” Changes of familial 

names to Anglo-sounding ones, common for many immigrants at the 

time, also makes it particularly challenging to track the early history of 

Lebanese in the state.

Given name changes of people and of nations, this group has been 

relatively invisible in the historical record of Vermont. Very little writ-

ten evidence exists in either Arabic or English. The majority of fi rst-

generation immigrants were illiterate in both languages, thus they 

themselves left little record. This makes turning to evidence in the land-

scape such as tombstones especially appealing; monumental sites like 

these can contribute to tracking the presence and longevity of this im-

migrant community. A tombstone can stand as an initial relic enabling 

a researcher to glean information from the past; it functions as gateway 

into a network of Lebanese families, whose stories passed down from 

their ancestors can serve as a basis for the social history of the group. 

People of Lebanese ancestry represent the past through storytelling, 

ritual, and shared memories. This type of discourse, sometimes inter-

preted as unrealistic or unreliable, actually has the potential to struc-

ture and encode history.3 Social memory is, therefore, a helpful tool 

when external evidence of these people and their history in the region 

is absent from offi cial written histories.

I draw on these oral histories, memories, and objects in the Vermont 

landscape to develop a historical narrative against an otherwise incom-

plete documentary record. The presence of Arabic-speaking Christians 

from the Middle East whose descendants live around the state today 

runs counter to a certain understanding of Vermont, and indeed New 

England, history. To be sure, gravestones in Arabic are emblematic of 

how Vermont’s past is perhaps not quite what it seems. Illustrating the 

presence of Middle Easterners and their descendants in Vermont shifts 

one’s perspective on state history, an especially timely endeavor in light 

of contemporary American culture and politics.
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Information for this essay is drawn from a larger anthropological 

project centered on the contemporary experiences of descendants of 

Arabic-speaking immigrants in Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. 

Following social science conventions to make sense of social behavior, 

I have used several methods to collect information; these range from 

semi-structured oral history interviews to use of archival materials to 

the quintessentially anthropological participant-observation. In some 

cases I use family names and examples, though in others I am careful to 

remove these specifi cs out of respect for requests for privacy. There-

fore, at moments the text is punctuated by individual, distinctive voices 

and in others a generalized point is drawn from various sources.

OTTOMAN ORIGINS

“Born in Syria” or “Born in Mt. Lebanon, Syria”: These are common 

inscriptions chiseled into family gravestones (see Figures 1, 2, 3). This 

geographical reference points to the Ottoman Empire, the place of ori-

gin for Arabic-speaking immigrants in Vermont. Mt. Lebanon was a 

small quasi-independent district in the province of Greater Syria within 

the Ottoman Empire in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-

ries.4 Lebanon as a political entity did not exist at the time these mi-

grants left, thus they did not leave Lebanon but rather “Syria.” How-

ever, Kamal Salibi cautions, “[B]y the nineteenth century, something 

we might call Lebanon already existed with inherent attributes making 

of it a unique social rather than political phenomenon in Syria and the 

broader Arab world.”5 It is worthwhile to consider briefl y the social and 

economic conditions in Mt. Lebanon during this period to shed light on 

why people left and to note how family testimonies today provide a 

bridge back to the empire their ancestors left.

There are competing opinions among academics as to what fueled the 

departure of people from Mt. Lebanon in the decades prior to World 

War I and which factors were most infl uential. It is beyond the scope of 

this essay to investigate in great detail the important historical shifts 

that took place in the mid to late nineteenth century that resulted in 

many people (the majority of whom were Christians from agricultural 

villages) seeking opportunities overseas. Broadly speaking the growth 

of the ports in the region, educational reform, contact with Europeans 

and Americans, exposure to wage labor, a shift in feudal class-based al-

liances, and alterations to the system of land ownership all affected the 

social and economic structure within Mt. Lebanon.6 The rise in rapid 

transportation (especially steam navigation) and worldwide communi-

cation helped urge people to look abroad for opportunities. Four im-

portant points tie Vermont Lebanese to the larger story of the Middle 
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FIGURE 1. Brice 
gravestone, St. Joseph’s 
cemetery, Burlington, 
Vermont. The Arabic 
states that this is the grave 
of Fahad Anton Khalil 
who died October 1918 
(his English name is 
Phahad Antony Brice). 
All photographs in this 
article courtesy of 
the author.
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East and international migration at the turn of the twentieth century. 

The fi rst two relate to the role of Christianity in Mt. Lebanon and the 

second two are “push” factors cited by the Lebanese in Vermont.

Starting in the early nineteenth century the Ottoman leadership 

opened its Mediterranean ports to European interests for the purpose 

of incorporating technology, knowledge, and new ideas into the em-

pire.7 This opening also facilitated the movement of missionaries, both 

European and American, into the region. American Protestant mis-

sionaries took a strong interest in the region and made it their goal to 

spread their evangelical zeal to the local people. In particular, New En-

gland religious leaders spread their infl uence in the Holy Land. One of 

the most prestigious universities in the Middle East today was founded 

by a missionary from Georgia, Vermont, named Daniel Bliss; he hailed 

from a farming family and was educated at Amherst and Andover 

Theological Seminary. The university he founded in Beirut in 1870 was 

originally called the Syrian Protestant College, and today is the Ameri-

can University of Beirut (AUB). Thus, some of the infl uence that later 

FIGURE 2. Reverse side of the Brice stone, with the name Anthony K. 
Brice (perhaps a brother or cousin). Note he was born in “Mt. Lebanon, 
Syria.”
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drew Arabic-speakers out of Mt. Lebanon came from New Englanders 

initiating activity in the Holy Land.

Although in the long run few converts were gained to Protestantism, 

contact with American missionaries was particularly important. While 

not directly encouraging emigration,8 the general exposure to American 

ways of life—English language, American customs, stories of home—as 

well as the educational opportunities most missionaries provided cre-

ated important changes in Mt. Lebanon. Missionaries set about devel-

oping schools, medical facilities, and an Arabic printing press,9 thereby 

FIGURE 3. Habeeb gravestone, St. Monica’s Cemetery, Barre, Vermont. 
On the top of this stone a prayer in Arabic reads: “Have mercy on me oh 
God, and keep me in your company.” The bottom portion in Arabic 
states that this is Lena, the widow of Hidder Habeeb from Blouza. The 
portion in English states she was “Born in Syria.”
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providing important foundations that supported the movement of many 

people from Mt. Lebanon into an international migrant network.10

The status of indigenous Christians in the Ottoman Empire also 

played a role in encouraging migration. Tension between various Chris-

tian sects and other religious groups in Mt. Lebanon, especially between 

Christian Maronites and the Druze,11 are most frequently cited in the lit-

erature as prompting Christians to leave their homeland. Between 1840 

and 1860 there were many violent clashes in the region, culminating with 

the worst sectarian violence in 1860. The violence was both inter- and 

intra-communal (due to fractions along Druze/Christian lines and along 

class lines of peasantry/landed elite). Persecution of Christians during 

this era has commonly been cited in the academic literature as a pri-

mary “push” factor as to why Lebanese Christians (not Druze or Mus-

lims) emigrated. It is also a common point of reference amongst Leba-

nese Vermont families, nearly all of whom are descended from Christian 

Maronites.12 However, some scholars argue that this rendition of events 

does not refl ect the warring dynamics on the ground.13 They suggest 

that Christian suffering was overplayed by Christians in the diaspora to 

gain sympathies in their new context and to show the violence permit-

ted under the Ottoman regime.14 The violence in the region undoubt-

edly affected many families, Christian and otherwise. Yet widespread 

migration did not begin until thirty to forty years after the violence 

ceased. Assuredly tensions and fear of violence remained, along with 

memories of violence and displacement for some,15 but religious perse-

cution was not the direct cause of migration.

Around the time the sectarian struggles were quelled, a signifi cant 

change occurred in the silk industry. In the nineteenth century many 

peasant families in Mt. Lebanon entered the broader market economy 

by raising silk worms and maintaining mulberry trees to feed them; a 

small but vibrant cottage industry for production of silk emerged. French 

investors supported this venture and, in some instances, employed young 

peasant women outside the home on a limited basis.16 As some histori-

ans argue, these touch points with the international economy and wage-

labor prepared Lebanese men and women for immigrant labor in the 

United Sates.17 The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 meant that Syr-

ian silk could not compete with the quality of silk coming through the 

canal from East Asia and sales of Syrian-made silk began to decline.18 

A silkworm disease also contributed to the decline. These events had 

a major impact because those in Mt. Lebanon who were heavily in-

volved with the silk industry had ceased to grow their own food and used 

their wages to purchase food imported from other parts of the empire. 

When the silk sector began to decline there were few other comparable 
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industries to turn to and thus the cash fl ow dried up for wage earners. 

With local agriculture no longer able to support the population and no 

cash to buy food from elsewhere, problems ensued and people began to 

seek opportunities elsewhere. In this way, Mt. Lebanon was tied to the 

world market via this cash-crop and suffered due to its fl uctuations. In 

particular, some people had become accustomed to an elevated stan-

dard of living provided by a wage income and were inspired to emigrate 

to retain this lifestyle.19 Though increased demand for raw silk for fi n-

ishing in factories in France buoyed the Syrian industry for a few de-

cades, in the long run the industry declined and spurred movement of 

people out of the Mountain.20

Several Vermont Lebanese families related lore about a grandparent 

whose job was to tend to silk worms. Many emigrants recalled being re-

sponsible for feeding mulberry leaves to the worms as young children 

and told these stories to their children who were born in America. As 

an excerpt from a 1916 autobiography by George Haddad, a Lebanese 

immigrant living in Rutland, relates, “Almost every family in Barook, 

when I was a boy, raised silkworms in a least one room in the house. I 

used to feed the worms and helped my mother at it a great deal. When 

I went in to feed them I had to carry a candle as the room was always 

kept dark.”21 Haddad also noted that during a return trip home in 1908 

(to bring his American-born children to see their grandmother) he took 

his family to tour a silk factory. I did not hear stories emphasizing eco-

nomic hardship and being forced to leave as a direct result of the de-

cline of this industry, but it is clear that the lives of Lebanese families 

that came to Vermont were bound up with silk production.

A fi nal item that came up consistently during interviews was the de-

cision made by young men to leave their home villages for opportuni-

ties overseas rather than be conscripted into the sultan’s army. In 1907 

the Turkish army began conscripting young men from Mt. Lebanon. 

While military service was not an uncommon requirement for citizens 

in the empire, Christians in Mt. Lebanon had historically been exempt 

from service.22 There was widespread fear among Christians that their 

young men would be put on the front lines during battles and be more 

exposed to danger than their Turkish Muslim counterparts—i.e., they 

were more expendable citizens.

It was common for the Arabic-speaking immigrants from Mt. Lebanon 

to travel to several areas before arriving in Vermont; it was equally com-

mon for them to leave and return to Vermont several times before the 

start of World War One. Most Vermont Lebanese reference Beirut as 

their departure port (though some left from Sidon, a city further south 

on the coast); many had a stopping off period in Marseille, France, or 
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Alexandria, Egypt.23 Two families from the Winooski/Burlington area 

had ancestors who lived fi rst in El Salvador before working their way 

north, crossing from Mexico to the U.S. and eventually making their 

way to Vermont. One family from Island Pond fi rst traveled to Cuba, 

and then to St. Louis, Missouri, before heading to northern Vermont.

The Shadroui family from Barre provides an interesting example of 

the settlement patterns of Christians from Mt. Lebanon in this era. By 

combining information from an oral history tape held at the Aldrich 

Public Library24 and interviews with three second-generation family 

members in 2005, it is possible to ascertain just how mobile these immi-

grants were. They did not make a single journey to a new place with the 

goal of permanent settlement; instead their lives were characterized by 

movement.

The great-grandmother of my second-generation informants trav-

eled to Egypt in the 1880s and then Mexico for work (she was accom-

panied by a male relative). While in Mexico she met and married a 

Lebanese man and they had four children—one boy, Joseph, born in 

Argentina in 1888, one girl in Puerto Rico, and girl twins in Mexico. 

Later the great-grandmother and her children returned to Lebanon (the 

great-grandfather had passed away). Joseph, the grandfather to my in-

formants, came with his mother (leaving the other children behind with 

relatives in Mt. Lebanon) and some other relatives to the United States 

in 1901. They came fi rst to St. Johnsbury, Vermont, and later to Little-

ton, New Hampshire; eventually Joseph’s mother settled in Burlington, 

but he returned to Lebanon. While there in 1906 he met his future wife. 

She was born in South Africa to Lebanese migrant parents; the family 

had recently returned to Lebanon when she met Joseph. They married 

in 1907, had one daughter in Lebanon25 and decided to move to the 

United States. The couple settled in Barre, Vermont, and after this time 

they never traveled again, though they kept in touch with various rela-

tives in foreign countries.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF NAMING

Here I wish to address the issue of “who” is in transit in this story. 

Ottoman citizens or Christian peasants might be answers, but the ques-

tion of “who” these people were became signifi cant in a new way when 

they arrived in the United States. There are two levels to this inquiry. 

First, what offi cial classifi cation were they given as a group by the state 

—i.e., what nationality or ethnic label was given, and subsequently used 

as shorthand by Americans for these new arrivals? Second, what per-

sonal names (family names, nicknames) did the Lebanese come to use 

for themselves in this context? Both questions have implications for 
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identifying the Lebanese in Vermont across the twentieth century in 

that passing family surnames through the generations and a group name 

become the key ways to track one’s “heritage” or “ancestry” over time.

Two state structures were involved in the offi cial classifi cation: the 

Ottoman state and the United States. Both had the authority to catego-

rize citizens, especially those who were moving across state borders. 

The immigrants from Greater Syria who entered the United States 

were traveling on Turkish passports as Ottoman citizens, yet they did 

not speak Turkish and certainly did not think of themselves as “Turks.” 

Yet from the point of view of people in America they were generally 

called “Turks” because of their legal relationship to the Turkish state 

and the sultan. When records were taken at points of entry into the 

country and by the decennial census this group was classifi ed as origi-

nating in “Turkey in Asia” (as compared to “Turkey in Europe”). Thus 

while they were marked as non-European, the overall name designated 

was “Turk.” Many references from both my informants as well as vari-

ous writings on early Arab-American history note that the immigrants 

were particularly resentful of being called “Turks” as they felt the 

Turks were their oppressors and were part of the reason why they had 

left Mt. Lebanon.

Despite the relationship to the Turkish Ottoman state, not every im-

migrant traveled with documentation and it was often unclear to immi-

gration offi cials exactly where these Arabic-speaking arrivals hailed 

from. Entry documents, naturalization papers, and census records vari-

ously refer to them as Turks, Armenian, Greek, Assyrian, Asian, Syrian, 

Arabian, or as being from “Turkey in Asia.”26 This mix-up in consistent 

record keeping shows how little the U.S. offi cials knew of that part of 

the world; these misunderstandings mean that today it is impossible to 

know just how many people from Mt. Lebanon really arrived in U.S. 

ports. In the same manner, as the immigrants spread throughout the 

U.S. they were variously called by the same assortment of names in local 

historical records, newspaper articles, and similar documents. Sometimes 

the migrants from Mt. Lebanon were mistaken for Jews. In 1899 U.S. 

immigration offi cials added the category “Syrian” to their roster because 

it had become clear that so many individuals were coming through U.S. 

ports from that specifi c region within the Ottoman Empire.27

Given their resistance to the label “Turk,” many of the immigrants 

opted to use the term “Syrian” and occasionally “Arab,”28 though these 

were vaguely understood to be cultural identifi ers and not referencing 

nationalistic loyalties (and especially not with any corresponding politi-

cization).29 Most people thought of themselves in terms of family and 

religious sect, not in terms of a specifi c nationality or political alle-
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giance. This was primarily due to the organization of the multi-ethnic 

Ottoman Empire. The Turkish Muslim rulers developed the millet sys-

tem whereby dhimmis (non-Muslim minorities) were allowed to have 

their own legal courts pertaining to personal law (as long as it did not 

confl ict with the legal code enforced by the sultan). This system permit-

ted localized religious law and political control; strong nationalistic ties 

and Arab nationalism only developed as full ideological concepts after 

the dismantling of the Ottoman system, after most Lebanese migrants 

had left.30 The immigrants from Greater Syria thus learned by default 

to call themselves “Syrian” in the United States in order to render a 

name other immigrant groups and American citizens would under-

stand; yet among themselves, kin and village loyalty were the main way 

they connected and identifi ed.

It is especially important to outline this self-understanding because it 

depicts the loyalties beneath the generic term “Syrian” and marks how 

the people were named according to a wide geographic territory. It also 

shows that they thought in sectarian terms rather than nationalistic 

ones. It was only after several decades in the U.S. and substantial politi-

cal changes in the Middle East (the creation of the state of Lebanon in 

1943, with full independence gained in 1946) that a new name appeared 

for the group: Lebanese. While in some circles people readily adopted 

the name “Lebanese” to refl ect their loyalties and their origin from vil-

lages in this new nation, overall it took some time for a full shift from 

“Syrian” to “Lebanese” to take hold. In the interim, as people adjusted 

to the shift from Syrian to Lebanese, the hyphenated term “Syrian-

Lebanese” was frequently used. For example, in the 1930s Syrian-

American social clubs were particularly popular around the country. A 

Syrian-American club in New England changed its name to the Syrian-

Lebanese American Federation of the Eastern States in 1936 specifi -

cally to incorporate a reference to Lebanon. A newspaper clipping held 

in the Aldrich Public Library notes that the Federation held an execu-

tive board meeting in the Barre-Montpelier area in the early 1950s, in-

cluding cocktail parties, Arabic dancing, and the screening of an Arabic 

fi lm at the Savoy Theater in Montpelier. The clipping highlights that 

Vermont Lebanese were active in such regional clubs.31

The essential point here is to demonstrate that just when a bound-

ary starts to close around this group of migrants, in this case a collec-

tive name for the group of people from Ottoman Mt. Lebanon, socio-

political shifts prevent the use of a single descriptive term. There is no 

stable reference against which the cultural practice of naming can be 

worked out.32 This makes it especially diffi cult to establish a continuous 

regional presence and trace the group from a historical point of view. 
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Many Arab-American historians observe this as the case at the national 

level as well. It contributes to the group seeming to be “hidden” and 

“invisible”33 within the American population as it is diffi cult to write 

about a group when they do not have a consistently named history and 

presence in the documentary record over time.

Scholars must also consider personal and familial names of the Ara-

bic-speaking immigrants. Names are always implicated in social rela-

tions; they serve to structure and facilitate discussion about those rela-

tions. They are also thought to historicize the self in complex ways. 

Names have the capacity to facilitate memory and allow for a genealog-

ical account of social time; name changes place individuals in specifi c 

points in time as well as in sets of social relations.34 For Lebanese mi-

grants the family surnames their ancestors adopted, were given, or 

modifi ed when they traveled to America typically mark the beginning 

of their “American” family history because there was typically a rup-

ture with ways of naming used in Lebanon. The new naming also facili-

tated the forgetting of those old ways of naming.

Modifi cation of personal names of non-English-speaking immigrants 

to the United States was commonplace in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. It was often done under pressure to swiftly assimi-

late into American life, the idea being that if immigrants shed their 

names (and aspects of their cultural selves) they would be better ac-

cepted and understood in American society. Both immigration offi cials 

and the Lebanese themselves modifi ed their names on offi cial docu-

ments and in common parlance. Some people interviewed mentioned 

that their ancestors altered their names primarily to avoid being tar-

geted by nativists, thus expressly to avoid discrimination and keep a 

low profi le rather than to assimilate.

The majority of the people interviewed for this study have modifi ed 

Arabic family names to varying degrees. Some names remained, just 

shifting from Arabic lettering into English but retaining the basic sound 

and quality of the Arabic name—for example: Shadroui, Ziter, Deep 

(or Deeb), or Shatti (see Figure 4). In other instances the Arabic name 

was translated to an approximate English-sounding name. For example, 

in Vermont the Allen family was the al-’alam family (see Figure 5), and 

the Handy family was the al-henda family.35 In other cases the kinship 

group name was dropped and replaced by the patriarchal given name 

such that the father’s “fi rst name” became the “last name” of the son 

(or daughter). This change was partly based on the longstanding tradi-

tion in the Middle East (and in Mt. Lebanon in particular) of adopting 

the father’s given name as a middle name by the son, but also to fore-

ground the biblical Christian names of the Maronite tradition in order 



103
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

to be more recognizable to the receiving culture.36 It also relates to the 

practice of stating a name in its full Arabic form— e.g., Jibreel/Gabriel 

ibn (son of) Maroon/Charles ibn (son of) Ibrahim/Abraham ibn (son 

of) Jijris (George) and so on. The Arabic family names did not corre-

spond to the classifi cation system common in the United States whereby 

a person is expected to have just one surname. Thus when the immi-

grants were stating their names they were often given their father’s fi rst 

name as surname because it was the second thing they said after their 

own given name.37 In some instances names were translated properly 

from Arabic to the English equivalent (Yusuf to Joseph, for example). 

The Joseph family from Island Pond is an example of how the name of 

the immigrant’s father, Joseph, became the new last name for the immi-

grant and his descendants in Vermont.

FIGURE 4. Shatti gravestone, St. Joseph’s Cemetery, Burlington, Ver-
mont. The Arabic indicates that this stone is for Youseh Romanos Shakti 
who was born 15 February, 1888 and died in 1936 (the “6” of the date 
1936 somewhat unclear in Arabic, but the English on the reverse side 
confirms 1936). In the Lebanese dialect Shakti is pronounced as Sah’ti, 
which sounds very similar to the English spelling “Shatti.” The Arabic 
also states that the home village in Lebanon is Hadshit.
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FROM MOUNTAIN TO MOUNTAIN

Thus far the examination of relics in the landscape and understand-

ing state classifi cation of citizens and immigrants assists us to develop a 

historical narrative for the Lebanese in Vermont. Yet ultimately family 

oral traditions provide the structure and substance for such a history. 

Personal descriptions, memories, and stories passed down highlight 

why their ancestors chose Vermont and how they created a new home 

for themselves in the Green Mountains.

Perhaps the best place to start when considering “why Vermont” is 

with the common association made between the mountains of Lebanon 

FIGURE 5. Allen gravestone, St. Joseph’s Cemetery, Burlington, Ver-
mont. This stone is for Nijmeh Sam’an al-‘Alam. Nijmeh (also pro-
nounced Najma) means “star,” suggesting a possible direct translation of 
her first name as Stella, which also means “star.” Sam’an means Simon, 
but is not noted in English. The third name, “al-Alam,” means “flag” in 
Arabic, and when spoken sounds similar to the English “Allen,” which 
was adopted as the last name in this instance. The Arabic also indicates 
she was from Hadid al-Jibba, Lubnan (Lebanon).



105
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

and the mountains of Vermont. Many explain that their ancestors 

would have had a natural affi nity for the place because it resembled the 

terrain in and around their home villages. The following discussion may 

highlight where this sentiment originated.

From what I understand, from what was told to me, there was a Syr-
ian banker in New York City who would meet people right as they 
got off the boat at Ellis Island. He would tell them they ought to go 
to a mountainous place to live and work, seeing as they came from 
mountainous terrain . . . [T]his banker would help them start ped-
dling by giving them the initial cash. Then he would send the people 
out by way of the major railroad routes into the north country. This 
made it easier so that when the Lebanese were peddling they could go 
back to New York City to the garment district to pick up clothing and 
needles, thread . . . and then follow the train lines back up here to 
sell the new goods to the farmers. This is how my family got started, 
and ended up in Vermont—this would’ve been in 1908 or 1910.38

This description shared by a second-generation man in his seventies from 

Barre, Vermont, was repeated in one form or another by the majority of 

the Lebanese with whom I spoke. Some versions of this story note that it 

was a Lebanese banker or merchant, others that it was a Jewish whole-

saler who got the new arrivals into the peddling trade.39 Sometimes the 

story suggests that the fi nancier (or simsar in Arabic40) was someone from 

their home village. During an interview in 2005 two second-generation 

Lebanese women said they thought the last name of the Syrian banker 

was “Shaw.” A 1976 oral history tape from Barre records the “Faur” fam-

ily as the Lebanese banking family that supported people coming to Ver-

mont. Finally, one study from New Brunswick, Canada (where some New 

England families had relatives and business connections), describes the 

Faour Bank of New York as the main provider of small wares on con-

signment for newcomers to sell and argues that this bank directly encour-

aged Syrian migrants to take up peddling and facilitated the process.41

The “Syrian banker” in New York took into consideration what part 

of Lebanon people were from when he sent them into new territories to 

peddle. Those from southern Lebanon near Sidon and Tyre were sent 

to the southern Atlantic states such as South Carolina and Georgia (as 

members of one Vermont family whose mother came from a southern 

Lebanese family confi rmed), while those from villages at a high altitude 

in Mt. Lebanon were sent north to mountainous places like Vermont. 

The result of this story is that Lebanese families today have a strong 

sense that their villages of origin in Mt. Lebanon have a terrain akin to 

the mountains of Vermont because they were sent to this part of the 

United States for that reason by their New York liaison. This resonance 

between the environments of the two places provides a sense of belong-

ing and brings the seemingly very distant parts of the world together in 

their family narratives.
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While the specifi cs may vary from story to story, the motivations and 

attributes of these fi nancier(s) are consistent: They would supply the 

new migrants with some initial wares to sell on credit and instruct them 

to send the profi ts back to New York, at which point new supplies 

would be sent for them to continue peddling (again often along railroad 

lines, and later via major trucking routes). Sometimes people explained 

that their migrant ancestor came to a specifi c Vermont town because 

they already knew someone there, typically a relative from the home 

village, not because they intended to peddle. Yet even in these cases I 

could often work out by looking collectively at local stories that the 

“original” group of Lebanese in a given area had some touch point with 

a peddling fi nancier in a major city (occasionally Boston or Montreal 

were also cited as origin cities from which people set out to peddle). In 

a study of Syrians in New York State, peddlers are cited as responsible 

for the initial movement into the state.42 Research fi ndings suggest the 

same is true for Vermont, where Lebanese peddlers were always the 

originators of the communities, the initiators of a chain migration pat-

tern. They encouraged others to join them, with the secondary wave 

sometimes taking up different occupations.

All this suggests that someone clearly had a vision for sending ped-

dlers into these northern states, and received commission on their work 

for several years. While efforts to track down who exactly was supply-

ing the migrants in this way have to date yielded no further informa-

tion, these narratives do at the very least connect to larger studies of 

Lebanese peddling across the United States. These studies identify 

New York City as the parent peddling community, sometimes called 

the “Syrian colony” in the literature, and fi nd that key merchants ac-

tively recruited fellow villagers into their peddling network.43 Alixa 

Naff notes that the process was replicated once a veteran peddler had 

established independence in a new city or town, he would send for rela-

tives or friends and become the local supplier for new arrivals: “Soon 

kin drew kin and villager drew villager until a peddling settlement de-

veloped around the supplier’s leadership. . . . By 1900, a network of sup-

plier’s settlements fi lled the nation, providing opportunities for thousands 

of newcomers and distributing Lebanese all over the United States. By 

1910, Syrian-Lebanese were reporting destinations in all the states and 

territories.”44 The new arrivals, then, swiftly developed a network across 

the region based primarily on village alliance and mutual support.45

EARNING A LIVELIHOOD IN TRANSIT: 
A CLOSER LOOK AT PEDDLING

The discussion thus far demonstrates how and why Arabic-speaking 

people traveled to Vermont and how village and kin-based networks 
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were established to support one another. Yet the activity of peddling it-

self must be considered in more detail. Sometimes the occupation is 

called “pack peddling” or “back peddling.” When fi rst starting out it 

was most common for peddlers to walk carrying goods on their backs 

or holding suitcases in each hand; later, if enough money was earned, 

they would invest in a wagon (and later trucks) to help deliver goods. 

Lebanese peddlers traveled into farming communities and logging 

camps selling rare goods and staples that people did not have the time 

to travel to obtain. This was often referred to as “selling notions.” For 

example, they would sell clothing such as men’s suits, undergarments, 

and sewing accessories; cooking implements, cigars, and tobacco prod-

ucts were also common. Sometimes goods from the “Holy Land” were 

offered, emphasizing the proximity of Mt. Lebanon to Jerusalem and 

the shared Christian religion. George Haddad of Rutland, on several 

return trips to the Middle East, ordered “oriental goods” and had them 

shipped back to New York City where he collected them to sell in Ver-

mont.46 In areas that were newly opening to settlement or separated by 

long distances with limited transport (especially remote logging camps) 

no large-scale infrastructure existed for the distribution of household 

goods.47 Peddlers played a vital role in this context.

Many people of Lebanese ancestry in the state today have stories of 

parents or grandparents traveling and selling goods door to door; it was 

a common topic of discussion growing up in a Lebanese household. To-

day they often express a sense of amazement that their parent or grand-

parent carried suitcases and walked all over the region selling goods. 

They are impressed by their ancestors’ endurance, and their willingness 

to walk miles for just the potential of a sale. Many of the peddlers 

gained a specifi c route and over time developed a trade relationship 

with certain farm families. These relationships eased the burden some-

what, and sometimes meant that if a storm came up unexpectedly or a 

person was traveling late at night he or she would be offered food and 

possibly shelter for the night at a client’s house.

A nice discussion of the peddling system developed by members of 

the Handy family was recorded in the transcripts of an interview done 

by Jane Beck with Ned Handy in January 1998. After mentioning that 

the New York City liaison sent members of his family to Newport near 

the Canadian border (it was a cold climate that they would appreciate 

because they were from the mountainous part of Lebanon), Ned pro-

vided the following commentary:

When they got to Newport, they lived together, they pooled together, 
they worked together. They worked for a couple of months on the 
railroad. Then there was a couple of months that they worked in a 
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sawmill. But then they took the notion to be backpeddlers. Each, my 
aunt, my uncles would each have 4 suitcases, they packed 2 on their 
back and one in each hand, and they would walk, they each had their 
own route, they would walk from one farm to the other selling for a 
profi t naturally. The fi rst couple of times before you adjust yourself 
to the farmer and you acclimate yourself through your acquaintance 
was very diffi cult. Some of them after 4 o’clock they’re looking for a 
place to sleep. And if they’re lucky a lady would fi nd a place in a 
shed or in an attic or in a basement, and gave them a blanket and for 
a bar of soap or package of razor blades you get your supper and 
your lodging and your breakfast the next morning. But after a fash-
ion, after you get adjusted and real friendship, then you have no 
problems at all because they knew who you are . . . The third week of 
the month they’d all congregate back to the apartment [in Newport]. 
And then they would restock, and then they would go back on their 
route. And if however you order something they don’t have, they’d 
jot it down and try to have it for you the next time they go around.48

Along similar lines, Sadie, a second-generation woman from Barre,49 

related that her mother had been a peddler throughout central Ver-

mont. She had carried suitcases door to door in the 1930s and 1940s. 

She would often stay the night with farm families because it was such a 

far distance to travel back home in the evening. Sadie found that when 

she went to work at a state offi ce in Montpelier many of the women she 

worked with had grown up on farms in places like Plainfi eld and Marsh-

fi eld. They often told stories of their lives on the farm and vividly re-

called Lebanese ladies coming to the door to sell their goods. To them, 

the Lebanese peddling women looked very strange, they were all 

dressed in black with their kerchiefs over their heads. Sadie often 

thought of her mother when they spoke, and wondered if in fact her 

mother had visited the farms of her co-workers.

One excerpt from the recent publication Men Against Granite, a 

compilation based on interviews and information gathered under the 

auspices of the Federal Writers’ Project from 1938–1940, includes a 

chapter about a Syrian woman peddler—Peddler Jenny. The interview 

describes how she peddled around the Winooski valley in the summer-

time, rolling a carriage fi lled with various wares. Using the carriage “is 

better than to carry the suitcases, they pull the arms out of me.”50 She 

sometimes only brought the suitcases on journeys to smaller towns, 

keeping the carriage in Barre. She declared that she had friends in “ev-

ery town,” and thus a network of places where she could both stay the 

night (she had no permanent residence) and sell her goods. Peddler 

Jenny avoided certain affl uent streets in Montpelier and Barre because 

some residents were disapproving and did not want to buy her goods. 

Even some Syrians are disapproving of her: “To my own people, the 
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Syrians here, I don’t go so much. We see different. They’re high class, 

I’m low class. They don’t say so, but I feel they say so in the minds. In 

town, down the other end, is a pretty good bunch of Syrians. They got 

fruit stores or grocery stores, most of them. They stay in one place, them, 

and they build a house and a family.”51

The involvement of women raises another fascinating dimension to 

this trade. The fact that both men and women participated in this eco-

nomic activity is especially notable given the strict gender codes in Leb-

anese society (and among immigrants in the diaspora) during this era. 

Recent scholarly literature demonstrates that it was common for both 

Lebanese men and women to peddle.52 Lebanese women traveling to 

the U.S. either with brothers or husbands sometimes were peddlers 

alongside them, and sometimes peddled alone. One of the arguments 

for women peddling separately was that Yankee housewives would be 

more receptive to a woman knocking on the door selling wares rather 

than to a man, and hence more likely to purchase items. The employ-

ment of women outside the home, and hence outside of the range of 

patriarchal protection, began in Greater Syria and continued in the di-

aspora. These changes challenged codes of honor prevalent in most 

Arab families. Women’s honor defi ned ‘ird (family honor) and women 

were expected to follow hasham (codes of modesty).53 Modifi cation to 

the honor code was necessary for women to peddle, though they often 

remained under the guardianship of a patriarch in the broader peddling 

network. Women often chose to work together in pairs and not to stay 

overnight at customers’ homes in order to safeguard their honor.54 Wid-

owed women or older (post-menopausal) women may have faced fewer 

constraints from the honor code and could operate a bit more indepen-

dently as merchants.55 Despite stories of hardship, and pressure from 

nativist and charity groups to stop immigrant women from peddling, 

most continued to do so. American-born Lebanese women did not typi-

cally engage in peddling.56 Many second-generation Lebanese related 

how their grandmothers and mothers would peddle even long after the 

men in the family gave up the trade to open full-time establishments 

such as grocery stores.

This discussion demonstrates that these immigrants had some famil-

iarity with fi nance, trade, and a money-based economy. People I inter-

viewed often stress that their ancestors were subsistence farmers who 

had no familiarity with trade and commerce prior to entering the United 

States. Yet the fact that they could and did enter into the peddling trade 

suggests that the migrants had some commercial skills in addition to 

their farming background. Peddling also uniquely linked them to urban 

city centers and remote villages; the scale of their operations was small 
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on an individual level, but the network they were part of was vast, and 

the fl ow of information and money through it quite remarkable.

As previously discussed, Mt. Lebanon and Greater Syria underwent 

signifi cant economic changes during the late nineteenth century. Pro-

fessions such as banking, transportation, and insurance were on the 

rise,57 while traditional craftsmen, artisans, and merchants found it 

more diffi cult to secure employment. With an increasingly unfavorable 

balance of trade with Europe many such craftsmen traveled to other 

parts of the Middle East, especially Egypt, and to the Americas.58 Many 

of these people were already migrants (moving from villages to cities in 

Lebanon, where women found employment in silk factories), and fa-

miliar with the growing cash economy in Lebanon. Sarah Gualtieri calls 

attention to this “step migration,” the one that precedes the transatlan-

tic one, as foundational for the economic activities they later launched 

in North America.59 One interesting hypothesis suggests that those in-

volved in the export and sale of silk were paid in foreign currency. Thus 

when the silk industry fl uctuated they were in a better position to go 

abroad during these stages as they had international currency in hand 

to fund their voyages.60 While it is diffi cult to ascertain the specifi c eco-

nomic background of those who settled in Vermont and neighboring 

New England states, there is strong evidence to suggest that they may 

have developed skills and familiarity with petty economy exchange 

prior to their migration and that this may have been the main cause (or 

at least a supporting factor) in their migration to the U.S. rather than a 

consequence of their move.

Data from the U.S. shows that this particular immigrant community 

was slightly more skilled and had more ready access to cash than other 

immigrants. The 1911 report of the U.S. Immigration Commission high-

lights that among Syrian immigrants, 22.7 percent worked in skilled oc-

cupations and 20.3 percent in trade as compared to 20.2 percent and 

19.1 percent for all other immigrant groups.61 Most people made use of 

their trading abilities rather than enter into wage labor contracts.62 A 

1912 survey shows that one quarter of all Syrian immigrants were clas-

sifi ed as “craftsmen” and one half were “laborers.”63 There are also some 

references to the ability of Christian immigrants (compared to Shi’a, 

Sunni, or Druze) to secure the funds for travel more easily (partially an-

swering why most of the people who left Mt. Lebanon were from Chris-

tian and not Muslim sects). Easier access to money may be attributed 

to higher socioeconomic status of Christians over Muslim counterparts,64 

to assistance from Christian missionaries, or even to the recruiters for 

steamship companies choosing to assist Christians to come to the Amer-

icas over Muslims. Other studies note that the Syrian-Lebanese owned 
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homes in their countries and thus came from more stable fi nancial cir-

cumstances when they immigrated and this enabled them to become 

relatively fi nancially secure within the fi rst generation.65 The evidence 

for these latter examples is ambiguous, but it does point toward a mi-

grant group with some ability to fi nancially support their own migra-

tion and develop a trade diaspora internationally.66 The Lebanese were 

prepared for commercial life abroad and swiftly became ethnic entre-

preneurs, or a “middleman minority,” based on the substantial number 

of members working in one commercially specialized sector.67

MAPPING LEBANESE SETTLEMENT

Having established what propelled Arabic-speaking immigrants to 

come to the U.S., it is useful to examine more precisely where they 

originally lived in Mt. Lebanon and where they eventually settled in 

Vermont. It is very rare that families have any documentation of where 

their ancestors were from in Lebanon. Sometimes naturalization papers 

have been saved or copies of such documents from microfi lm have been 

recently collected from the archives in the process of doing genealogi-

cal research; however most of these list the point of departure, i.e., 

where the ancestor boarded the steamship, as the place of origin. For 

the majority this means that “Beirut, Syria” is recorded as the place of 

origin. Some people may well have been from Beirut, but the historical 

trends point to outlying villages. Many families I interviewed note that 

they have forgotten the specifi c name of a village where their ancestor(s) 

came from, and will often generally say something like, “we are from a 

village twelve miles outside of Beirut.” The problem of transliteration 

also inhibits research into family history in the Middle East. Sometimes 

families have discarded paperwork in Arabic because no one could 

read it; more often than not the immigrants were not fully literate in 

Arabic and were unable to read such paperwork or letters.68 Often im-

migrants did not have any documentation from Ottoman Greater Syria.

The absence of a Maronite parish in Vermont also means that an eth-

nic church did not serve as a repository for historical documents about 

the origins in Lebanon as it did in many other communities throughout 

America, and does not assist in documenting a local Lebanese pres-

ence. In other neighboring states Maronite Churches frequently held 

small historical collections and produced documents (anniversary cele-

bration books, parish cookbooks) that contained information about 

where people were from in Lebanon. Because the Maronite rite is one 

of the liturgical rites in the Catholic Church, most Lebanese Maronites 

chose to attend religious services at Latin Rite Catholic churches. Yet 

some families maintained a strong Maronite tradition. In the 1910s Elias 
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Hendy, a Maronite priest and relative of several Lebanese in the state, 

spent time in Vermont and traveled around the state to conduct ser-

vices in chapels adjacent to Latin Rite churches, or in private homes.69 

Thus although a Maronite Church was not available as a locus of mem-

ory and documentation, Maronites did periodically gather together for 

religious festivals and social gatherings.

Given this scenario, it is a strong oral tradition within families that 

has maintained the name of the home village in Lebanon. Diffi culties 

arise in that they do not know how to spell the names in either Arabic 

or English; however, careful recording of phonetic names can be com-

pared with other sources such as gravestones, reports from other settle-

ments in Canada or the U.S., and historical studies of sending villages 

in Lebanon. Thus despite challenges, it is possible to piece together the 

main Lebanese villages that sent immigrants to Vermont. The Barre 

Ethnic Association notes that the two primary Lebanese villages for 

people in Barre were Blouza and Hadid (variously referred to as el-

Hadid, Hadid al-Jibba, Hadith al-Jibba, Hadet ej-Jebbe, or Hadath El-

Jebbeh). Wadi Qannoubine, Hadchit (Hadshit), Ser’eel (Siriil), Bcharre 

(Bsharri), and Diman were also villages of origin for Vermont Leba-

nese. There are a variety of ways to spell these village names in English, 

again accounting for translation from Arabic into English lettering. 

Most of these villages are in the Bsharri District and sit atop a moun-

tainous ridge above the Kadisha (Qadisha) Valley. Some of these place 

names have been translated from Arabic writing on tombstones in St. 

Joseph’s cemetery in Burlington and St. Monica’s in Barre (to confi rm 

spellings and family stories). Figures 6–11 provide examples of stones 

that list the specifi c home village of the deceased person or persons.

Many of the people leaving these villages and arriving in Vermont did 

so via New York City, as noted earlier. However, some came through 

Montreal and entered the state in Newport or other border towns. Island 

Pond was also sometimes listed as a point of entry to the United States 

on Declaration of Intent forms (to begin the process of naturalization), 

indicating that the travelers came from Canada by train and their fi rst 

point of disembarkation was Island Pond. Boston was a port of entry 

for some, and a few came from Nova Scotia and New Brunswick (often 

living with Lebanese there for some time) via Maine to Vermont.

The very nature of peddling meant that people moved quite frequently. 

However, as peddlers established their own set routes and, given that 

many would travel to the garment district in New York City to collect 

more wares to sell, it was important for them to have a town on a rail-

road line that served as their home base. Research with descendants of 

the peddlers thus reveals that St. Johnsbury, Newport, Island Pond, 
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Rutland, Montpelier/Barre, St. Albans, and Burlington/Winooski were 

the primary centers where Lebanese settled.70

A look at federal census statistics of the foreign-born population in 

Vermont, including enumerators’ reports that have been made avail-

able,71 reveals a further dimension to the Arabic-speaking immigrants’ 

settlement patterns.72 It is important to bear in mind that many who came 

through the state and worked for several years may have eventually 

FIGURE 6. Masi gravestone, St. Monica’s Cemetery, Barre, Vermont. The 
Arabic indicates that this is the grave of the wife of Jirjis Elias Masih 
(George Elias Masih). The family name el-Masih is a reference to the 
messiah. She was born in Hadid al-Jibba, Lubnan (Lebanon) on June 
11, 1875 and died in June 1925. A further part of the inscription reads 
“May God have mercy on her and all the dead.”
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settled elsewhere in the United States or Canada. The rate of return 

migration was quite high for this group prior to World War One as well. 

Estimates suggest perhaps as many as a third returned to Lebanon per-

manently, so many who lived in Vermont for a time may have eventu-

ally returned to settle permanently in their home villages. Finally, many 

of the peddlers had no permanent address and thus it is likely many were 

not counted in the census.

In 1900 the U.S. census counted anyone from the Ottoman Empire 

as being from “Turkey,” not distinguishing between the vast areas 

(European and Middle Eastern) it encompassed. Twenty-two foreign-

born people from Turkey were resident in Vermont. Even though in 

1899 immigration offi cials had started categorizing people from Greater 

Syria as “Syrians,” this was not the case at the Census Bureau. By 1910 

foreign-born Ottoman citizens in the U.S. were counted as either from 

“Turkey in Asia” or “Turkey in Europe.” Oddly, however, the records 

for Vermont still only list 220 foreign-born people from “Turkey” in 

the tables, not breaking it into Asian and European groups as was done 

for Maine and New Hampshire in that same year.73

FIGURE 7. Deep mausoleum, St. Monica’s Cemetery, Barre, Vermont. 
The Arabic indicates this mausoleum is for Sarkis Mansour Deeb and 
his family and that the family hails from Bouza, Lebanon.
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FIGURE 8. Shadroui gravestone,
St. Monica’s Cemetery, 

Barre, Vermont. The Arabic side 
of this stone notes the same dates 

of birth and death, and that 
Peter was 7 years old when he 

passed. It also contains a prayer 
that translates: “He is moved 

(transported) to the lap of his 
Lord; the one we are sorry for; 

Hadid al-Jibba, Lebanon.” 
Thus at the end they include the 

family’s village in Lebanon.



FIGURE 9. Joseph gravestone, 
St. Joseph’s Cemetery, Burlington, 
Vermont. The English portion 
indicates Anthony was born in 
Mt. Lebanon, yet the Arabic at the 
bottom more specifically states he 
was from the village of Diman, 
Lebanon. (It may be implied that 
the same is true for Theresa.)



117
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

By 1920 the term “Syria” came into use at the Census Bureau to dis-

tinguish those from the historic province of Greater Syria (including 

Mt. Lebanon), which was under French Mandate rule by that time, 

from other foreign-born people from Asia.74 In Vermont that year, 228 

people from Syria were recorded with Barre, Burlington, and Rutland 

having the largest concentrations. Syrians were listed as living in all but 

four counties.75 As a point of comparison, New England had 11,181 of 

51,901 total Syrians in the United States at that time, or 22 percent. The 

FIGURE 10. Simon gravestone, St. Joseph’s Cemetery, Burlington, Ver-
mont. The Arabic writing under John Simon indicates that he was born 
in Hadchit, Lebanon, in 1874 and died in 1930; for Mary, the Arabic 
says exactly what is written in English.
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228 Syrians in Vermont represented just 2 percent of the New England 

Syrian population in 1920, the smallest per capita of the New England 

states (New Hampshire: 4.7 percent, Maine: 5.6 percent; thus most Syri-

ans resided in southern New England).

In the 1930 census people from Syria and Palestine were counted 

together, with a total for the state of 390. The majority of these were 

in Chittenden and Washington counties, and the cities of Barre (106), 

Burlington (94), and Rutland (10) had notable numbers of foreign-born 

FIGURE 11. Shiner gravestone, St. Joseph’s Cemetery, Burlington, Ver-
mont.  The Arabic (the script and carving here is especially poor) indicates 
this is the grave for Marina, translated as Mary, who was born 25 Novem-
ber 1877 and died 17 July 1927. She was from Hadchit, Lebanon.
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people from Syria and Palestine. The statistical abstracts for the 1930 

census list 267 foreign-born from Syria and 384 children of foreign-born 

Syrian or mixed (Syrian and native-born American) parentage. By 1940 

the children of foreign-born Syrians were no longer counted as such; 

they were included in the native-born white category only and are in-

distinguishable from all other native-born whites. In 1940 the foreign-

born population from Syria in the state had fallen to 229, likely refl ect-

ing the change in immigration laws that restricted the number of Syrians 

permitted into the U.S. after 1924 to only 100 per year.76 Some of the 

original migrants may have passed away or moved to other states; their 

descendants remained in Vermont, but no others from Lebanon mi-

grated to the state after these restrictions were put in place (with a few 

notable exceptions of family members being allowed to join those al-

ready in the state).

Enumerators’ reports for the census detail the place of residence for 

everyone surveyed so it is possible to see where the Syrian-Lebanese 

settled. In Burlington the three to four Lebanese families were living 

on the lower part of Maple Street in the 1920s. One family from Ser’eel, 

Lebanon operated their home as a sort of “welcome house” for any 

Syrian-Lebanese passing through Burlington. Many families that later 

moved to St. Albans or Montpelier or beyond originally spent a few 

months with the Lebanese already established on Maple Street.77 Many 

families assisted new arrivals in Vermont in this manner, however the 

nature of peddling (needing to establish one’s own route and customer 

base) often meant that settling in a sort of ethnic neighborhood or en-

clave happened very rarely. Certainly there were some concentrations 

of families, for example on Prospect Street in Barre, but this was not al-

ways the case. The overall small numbers of Syrian-Lebanese in the 

state as well as the occasional personal/professional competition among 

them meant they did not always strive to settle in proximity to one 

a nother. Yet they maintained extensive knowledge of where around 

the state Syrian-Lebanese lived, as they would often stay with one an-

other when traveling for business or to socialize. Regular gatherings of 

Syrian-Lebanese were common in these early decades to share stories 

of home, exchange news, fi nd suitable marriage partners, for special 

Maronite Catholic worship services, and to enjoy Arabic foods, music, 

and dance.

PEDDLING: A PATH TO ENTREPRENEURSHIP AROUND THE STATE

While not all Lebanese became peddlers when they fi rst arrived in 

Vermont, peddling itself can be thought of as the linchpin to under-

standing the reasons for travel to Vermont—either being sent there by 
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a client supplier or invited to join a family member already peddling 

there—and settlement patterns of Arabic-speaking immigrants around 

the state. A look at the peddling occupation also shows the progression 

from this itinerant sales work into other entrepreneurial endeavors.

Peddler Jenny’s story from Men Against Granite highlights a transi-

tion moment as regards peddling as a full-time occupation. Her com-

mentary indicates that some of her customers no longer bought from 

her because now they had cars and came into town frequently on their 

own.78 As transportation systems throughout the state improved, home 

delivery of items became less profi table. Many Lebanese continued in 

their same line of business, but now opened specialized stores in town 

centers. Owning and operating dry goods stores, butcher shops, fruit 

stores, and general stores or ‘mom & pop’ style corner stores were the 

most common. A. & W. Josephs’ dry goods store in Island Pond is a 

good example; the store sold clothes, shoes, rubbers, cigars, tobacco, 

fruit, confectionary, and ice cream.79 Similar stores were operated in 

Barton and Brattleboro by Lebanese families; in Rutland, Burlington, 

and Barre, Lebanese had shops specializing in the sale of particular 

goods, for example, clothing, fruit, or meats.

Again census enumerators’ records can provide information about 

the occupations and trades those born in Syria were engaged in around 

the state. Examples from Rutland in 1920 show Syrian-Lebanese in the 

following occupations: salesman of oriental goods, peddler of dry goods, 

laborer in a factory, bellboy at a hotel, and a barber in a barbershop. 

Listings for Burlington in 1930 include: proprietor of clothing store, 

peddler of dry goods, repairman in a furniture shop, barber in a barber 

shop, storekeeper in a grocery store, laborer in a brush factory, winder 

in a woolen mill, laborer doing “odd jobs,” salesman at a fruit company. 

These are not exhaustive lists, but provide a sample of occupations for 

this cohort. Based on census and oral history fi ndings, it is clear that 

some worked in factories (for example the woolen mills in Winooski, a 

veneer factory in Newport, and a few as granite cutters in the granite 

sheds in Barre), however, retail and merchant activities were the norm 

for most Lebanese.

One particularly unique venture for Lebanese immigrants—in Ver-

mont and indeed across the country—was owning and operating ice 

houses around the state. In a time when peddling was the norm for 

Lebanese, Peter Handy purchased the Newport Ice Company in 1913. 

His descendants today do not have a clear idea as to how or why he got 

involved in cutting ice. The Handys had peddled in the Newport area 

prior to 1913, and Peter and his brother may have worked for the ice 

company before buying it. In any event, cutting ice swiftly became a 
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profi table business for them, and enabled them to bring more relatives 

from Mt. Lebanon to Vermont. As ice houses came up for sale in other 

towns, a member of the family would be given the initial investment to 

go and purchase them. It was particularly important that the businesses 

they bought were in towns with a creamery. Creameries were the big-

gest markets for ice, which they used to process the milk and send dairy 

products by train to Boston, a trip requiring eight to ten hours at that 

time. In this way the ice companies were shared and supported by an ex-

tended family business network. At one time or another between 1913 

and the late 1940s, when this ceased to be a viable industry, members of 

the Handy family (or Lebanese who had married a Handy, and in one 

case a close friend) owned and operated ice companies in Montpelier, 

Burlington, St. Albans, Barton, Island Pond, St. Johnsbury, Lyndonville, 

Newport, and Littleton, New Hampshire.

After World War Two many expanded their businesses or started 

new ventures. Many Lebanese families owned and operated drive-in 

movie theaters, restaurants, beverage distribution companies, motels, 

auto dealerships, farm machinery companies, and real estate agencies. 

In some cases people went into business together, helping family mem-

bers get started by expanding from one original business (along the 

lines of peddling). This is one reason many Lebanese went into the 

same type of industry, but another reason is competition. Some people 

explained that when one Lebanese person saw another enter into a new 

business venture and become successful, he or she would then scramble 

to get into the same business. Many informants noted that a strong sense 

of competition runs through and between Lebanese families when ref-

erencing the history of various family occupations and earnings.

CONCLUSION

An Arabic-speaking peddler, carrying a suitcase in each hand and a 

pack on his back, walking alone through valleys amidst the Green Moun-

tains is not an image usually associated with Vermont. Indeed, Vermont 

is more often associated with a classic Yankee past, one that is pre-

industrial, representative of simpler times, and set in rural towns fi lled 

with Protestant Christians of primarily English ancestry.80 Descriptions 

of Vermont in popular culture as ethnically pure and religiously Protes-

tant mean there is little room left in the imagination for Lebanese 

Christians to have been part of town communities for over one hun-

dred years.

This Yankee myth speaks to a wider phenomenon, one that affects the 

history of many ethnic communities in the state. To the extent that lo-

cal industrial and economic histories and the corresponding population 

movements out of the state are camoufl aged, groups like the Lebanese 
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are prevented from being visible. A recent article on ethnicity in Ver-

mont notes that a limited understanding of ethnicity in the state is tied 

to a limited understanding of industries such as manufacturing, mining, 

and lumber. Indeed in cultivating a bucolic image, collective memory of 

such activities has receded and is not passed on to subsequent genera-

tions.81 The prevalence of a Yankee myth is apparently not a new phe-

nomenon. The following excerpt from Elin Anderson’s 1937 book We 
Americans, from a chapter titled “The Myth of a Yankee Town,” sug-

gests that Burlington is imagined to be fi lled with Yankees or “Old 

Americans” as she calls them, but that this is not quite the case.

 [T]o a Yankee farmer . . . Burlington has a lot of foreigners. As he 
walks along the main street, he looks in vain for a few faces which re-
mind him of the features of Calvin Coolidge. Going into a store he 
may be greeted by a proprietor whose short and stocky build little 
resembles the long, lean Yankee storekeeper of earlier days. While 
waiting to be served he may listen abstractedly to an animated con-
versation between the clerk and a customer only to realize suddenly 
that he is listening to a foreign language. “French” he probably de-
cides, as he turns to give his order. He goes into another store to be 
waited on by the Jewish proprietor. . . . If he stays in town for lunch, 
he will have to look hard along the main street to fi nd a restaurant 
which is not Greek, or Syrian, or Chinese, or run by some other “for-
eigner.” It is only when he goes into the bank that he can breathe 
easily, knowing that here he is still on Yankee ground.82

This seventy-year-old work suggests that the reader (along with the 

Yankee farmer) would be surprised to fi nd so many foreign-born people 

living and operating businesses in Burlington. Anderson was working 

as much with the Yankee myth as we are today, running the realities on 

the ground against a powerful regional narrative that does not include 

ethnics in the mix.

It is as though we are continually surprised by the presence of foreign-

born immigrants and their descendants in the state, including Middle 

Easterners. The diffi culty lies in the lack of a framework to sustain mem-

ories of historical realities. As Maurice Halbwachs writes, “No memory 

is possible outside frameworks used by people living in society to deter-

mine and retrieve their recollections.”83 Perhaps the solution is to work 

on adjusting our framework to acknowledge the industrial history of 

the state, which then enables memories of Vermont’s immigrant and 

ethnic past to be sustained. Then the rituals and commemorative story-

telling within families that has sustained collective memory to date, 

coupled with relics in the social landscape, could cease to be fragmen-

tary and could fuse to form a more cohesive public history of the Leba-

nese in Vermont.
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I offer that the Lebanese make a particularly interesting case study 

at this moment given the broad contemporary interest in Arab Ameri-

cans in the United States. It must be noted that some Lebanese (in the 

diaspora and in Lebanon) do not affi liate with being Arab, or Arab 

American. Instead they insist on having a unique Phoenician ancestry 

(see endnote 28), or argue that the term “Arab” is most often associ-

ated with Islam, and since they have longstanding pre-Islamic Christian 

religious traditions they do not, therefore, wish to be classifi ed as 

Arab.84 Along similar lines, Lebanese in Vermont are also sensitive to 

being associated with the term “Syrian,” even though for the fi rst half 

of the Lebanese history in America they were called “Syrian” and they 

themselves embraced that term. Syria was an ally of the Soviet Union 

during the Cold War, while Lebanon had strong ties to the U.S. This 

often accelerated the shift from identifying as “Syrian” to “Lebanese” 

among the immigrants in the U.S.85 Additionally, given Syrian involve-

ment during the thirty-year-long Lebanese Civil War and continued 

interference in Lebanese politics, today people of Lebanese ancestry 

wish to distance themselves from the historical associations of being 

Syrian.

Recognizing the political and cultural implications of such categori-

zations, I maintain that the Lebanese story in Vermont is part of a 

broader Arab American history. The emigration of Christians from Mt. 

Lebanon to America is considered to be the origin point of Arab Amer-

ican history. The 1967 Arab-Israeli War is often cited as a moment of 

consciousness when many Lebanese Americans, including some from 

Vermont, became more politically active regarding the Middle East and 

began to affi liate as Arab American.86 Further, many post-9/11 writings 

tie Lebanese Americans into a broader Arab American presence in the 

nation.87 So, too, do offi cial briefs that are based on the 2000 U.S. cen-

sus ancestry questionnaire.88

Given that Lebanese Americans are continuously drawn into this his-

torical narrative, that they are already part of the conversation, I offer 

that the voices of the Lebanese in Vermont deserve to be part of such a 

process. Tracing their history is particularly challenging given the 

name changes (both personal and those due to geopolitics in the home-

land), absence of a Maronite parish, and the particularly mobile lifestyle 

of the Lebanese; many moved in and out of Vermont, and around the 

state, for years before settling. Yet there is a real need to understand 

the long history and presence of Arabs in all corners of America—and 

this makes the task of understanding the Lebanese in Vermont all the 

more compelling. This article is the fi rst of what I hope will be many 

to add Vermont Lebanese voices to the national history of Arabs in 
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America and one that contributes to a more nuanced understanding of 

Vermont history itself.
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67 “Middleman minority theories have been developed to explain the ethnic specialization of cer-

tain ethnic and immigrant groups in commerce, as well as to analyze the relations between the 
commercially specialized groups and their neighbors of other origins. They constitute a set of socio-
economic explanations of ethnicity and . . . are particularly applicable to such problems as the ex-
amination of the involvement of Arabic-speaking immigrants as self-employed businessmen in 
North America.” Walter P. Zenner, “Arabic-speaking Immigrants in North America as Middleman 
Minorities,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 5, 4 (1982): 457.

68 A common facet of family lore was identifying one person in the broader Lebanese commu-
nity who acted as reader and translator for all the Lebanese in the region. Occasionally a letter 
would arrive from Lebanon and this person would be called upon to visit the house and read the 
news. Often such a person (examples of men and women were provided) had attended a missionary 
school in Mt. Lebanon before migrating and therefore knew how to read and write some Arabic 
(and possibly French and English).
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there (moving away from North Adams, Massachusetts) because of its good railway connections.
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standardized forms) were then sent to Washington, D.C., for analysis and compilation in printed 
form. Due to privacy laws (because it lists personal details) the specifi c records (names of people, 
ages, place of birth, occupation, residence, etc.) are not available to the public until seventy years 
have passed. Thus I was able to access the original records for Vermont towns only for 1900, 1910, 
1920, and 1930.

72 Between 1890 and 1920 less than half of one percent of the total foreign-born in Vermont were 
from the province of Greater Syria.

73 Consulting the “Composition and Characteristics of the Population” tables from Vol. III of 
the 13th Census of the USA, it is unclear why this record only references the foreign-born from 
“Turkey.” This may in part be due to small numbers; regardless, it is not possible to distinguish 
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the remainder listed no citizenship (see Table 33, Chapter XI: “Voting Age, Militia Age, and 
Naturalization”).

74 Syria was listed as one category for foreign-born people from Asia. Other categories include: 
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ment of the nativist movement. The Quota Act, which took on its best known and most restrictive 
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of 1910.’ It was made more restrictive in 1924 when quotas were set at two percent of the 1890 Cen-
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rope and the Eastern Mediterranean” (Gualtieri, “Gendering the Chain Migration Thesis,” 68).

77 Personal interview, Jim Fayette, February 2006.
78 Richmond & Tomasi, Men Against Granite, 127. She also mentioned that several of her peo-

ple, Syrians, were settled down with families at the south end of Barre. It is likely that in earlier 
years these Syrians were also peddlers, but the arrival of children and the accumulation of some 
wealth prompted them to open businesses in the city.

79 As advertised on a 1920s sales receipt and photograph from the store (courtesy of a member of 
the Joseph family).
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(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995); Michael Hoberman, Yankee Moderns: 
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versity of Tennessee Press, 2000); George H. Lewis, “The Maine that Never Was: The Construction 
of Popular Myth.” Journal of American Culture 16, 2 (1993); James Lindgren, Preserving Historic New 
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2006).
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mont History 71 (2003): 69, n14.

82 Elin L. Anderson, We Americans: A Study of Cleavage in an American City (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1937), 16–17.

83 Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, 43.
84 Randa A. Kayyali, The Arab Americans (London: Greenwood Press, 2005), 62. Though they 

share the Arabic language, they argue that they are culturally separate from Arabs.
85 Naff, Becoming American, 16
86 Eric J. Hooglund, ed., Taking Root, Bearing Fruit: The Arab-American Experience, vol. 2 

(Washington, D.C.: American Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, 1985); Hooglund, ed., Cross-
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speaking immigrants, see Helen Hatab Samhan, “Politics and Exclusion: The Arab American Ex-
perience,” Journal of Palestine Studies 16, 2 (1987).

87 To provide two examples: The 2005 Encyclopedia of New England published by Yale Univer-
sity Press has no entry for Lebanese or Syrians in the immigrant section; you can only fi nd them 
under Arabs in New England. Demographers and health specialists also posit Syrian-Lebanese 
ethnicity as a subset of Arab American ethnicity. See Andrzej Kulczycki and Arun Peter Lobo, 
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88 In the (voluntary) questionnaire people were allowed to check boxes indicating ancestry, and 
there were separate categories for “Lebanese” and “Arab” ancestry. For Vermont, 0.2 percent of the 
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mont from the Census 2000 Summary Tables” [http://www.vt-fcgs.org/vt_2000_ancestry]). How-
ever, recent census briefs issued in 2003 (The Arab Population: 2000) and 2005 (We the People of 
Ancestry in the United States) defi ne Arabs as people with ancestry based in Arabic-speaking coun-
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