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Burlington’s Ethnic Communities,  
1860-1900  

In the first decade of the twentieth century, 
a flood of immigrants was arriving in 
Burlington—additional links in the chain 
that had first been forged in the latter half 
of the nineteenth century.

By Vincent Feeney and Brendan Keleher

t a St. Patrick’s Day party on March 17, 1904, John Shea, alder-
man for Burlington’s heavily Irish Ward 3, boasted—in the 

wake of James Edmund Burke’s reelection as mayor—that 
three-fifths of the city’s population was Irish or of Irish extraction. 
Though Shea’s claim, reported by the Burlington Free Press the next 
day, was highly inflated, it served as a reminder that early in its history 
Vermont’s Queen City was a complex community of diverse 
ethnicities.
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In the little over a century since Shea made his boast, a number of 
articles, a few books, three master’s theses, and even a locally pro-
duced television documentary have reported on various aspects of the 
city’s ethnic past. Nevertheless, we believe that an overall picture of 
Burlington’s nineteenth-century diversity is still missing.1 In this arti-
cle we present some data and stories for the time period 1860-1900, 
when the full mosaic of ethnic Burlington first appeared. Our purpose 
is to give a more detailed picture of how many first- and second-gen-
eration ethnics lived in Burlington in this period, and how they made 
a living.2  

In 1860 Burlington was still a town—it would not be chartered as a 
city until 1864—and with a population of a little over 7,700 it was a 
relatively small place, albeit large by Vermont standards. It had, how-
ever, experienced substantial growth since 1830, when its residents 
numbered slightly more than 3,500. This expansion, which occurred 
mainly in the 1840s, was spurred by several developments: the town’s 
emergence as a commercial center; the establishment of textile mills 
in Burlington and in the adjacent community of Winooski Falls; explo-
sive growth in the lumber trade; and the completion of rail lines that 
connected the lakeside town to markets in southern New England and 
New York.

This activity attracted newcomers from the north: English and 
French speakers from Upper and Lower Canada, and a flood of Irish 
escaping the ravages of the great famine of the 1840s, many of whom 
used Canada as their landfall on their way to the United States. There 
were others: Scots and Englishmen, and a smattering of Welsh, Ger-
mans, and French. It was the Irish and the Canadians, however, who 
filled Burlington’s hotels, boarding houses and tenements to overflow-
ing. In 1860 there were 2,419 foreign-born people in town— approxi-
mately 31 percent of the population—including 1,218 born in Ireland 
and another 1,007 born in Canada.3  

Place of birth alone, however, fails to convey the size of Burling-
ton’s Irish and Canadian communities.  For that, we tabulated the 
number of children born in the United States to Canadian or Irish 
parents, a category we designated “second generation.” In doing this 
we relied on the subject’s mother’s place of birth in order to allay any 
confusion when the parents came from different backgrounds, al-
though in our study of Burlington couples in the 1900 census we found 
that this was a minor issue: 82 percent of Irish-born men married 
within their ethnic group, as did 73 percent of Canadian men. 
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By counting only individuals born in the U.S. with foreign-born 
mothers, we found that in 1860 there were 699 second-generation Irish 
Americans and 675 second-generation Canadian Americans. Com-
bined with the foreign-born Irish, the Irish community numbered 
1,917 individuals, while the total for the Canadian community was 
1,672.  Together, these two non-Yankee groups through the second 
generation comprised 47 percent of Burlington’s population in 1860. 

We also want to make clear that not all Canadians living in Burling-
ton came from a French-speaking background. Of the 1,007 Cana-
dian-born people living in the Queen City in 1860, 175, or 17 percent, 
came from English, Irish, Scottish, and even American backgrounds. 
This percentage remained relatively constant over the next four de-
cades, dropping only to 13 percent by the end of the century. Two ex-
amples illustrate the complexity in assessing Canadian ethnicity 
through the census records. Lucius Bigelow, a prominent Burlington 
lumber dealer—he has been credited as being the first person to bring 
shipments of Canadian lumber into Burlington—and his wife were 
born in Vermont but appear to have moved to Ottawa sometime in 
the early 1830s to further his business interests.4 Five of their children 
were born in Canada; when the family returned to the States about 
1850, the children appeared in the U.S. census records as Canadians.

The Scott family is another example. The husband, Alexander Scott, 
was born in Scotland and his wife Mary was born in Ireland. Their two 
children were Canadian born. For the U.S. census the children were 
entered in the Canadian count, but like the Bigelow children, were 
not French Canadians. Through the end of the nineteenth century 
there continued to be a significant number of individuals living in 
Burlington who, like the Bigelows and Scotts, were born in Canada 
but came from British and American backgrounds. It is for this reason 
that we generally use the term Canadian rather than French Cana-
dian, although we use the latter when referring specifically to French-
speaking Canadians.5

Completing our picture of Burlington’s ethnic diversity in 1860 
were 41 individuals variously described in the manuscript schedules as 
“B” (Black) or “M” (Mulatto). The presence of “Mulattos” presented 
us with a conundrum: Were they, in fact, light-skinned people possibly 
of mixed-race ancestry; or were at least some of them Native Ameri-
cans, descendants of Vermont’s indigenous Abenaki peoples? Abena-
kis were known to still live in the area, but in the forms used by the 
census takers in 1860 there was no provision to designate an individ-
ual “I” or Indian. 
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Perhaps race was as much a social construct as a designation of skin 
color: That is, was someone who associated with African Americans 
considered to be one of them? This seems to have been true with the 
Almon Clark family.  Virginia-born Almon Clark, 48, is listed in the 
1900 census as “C” (Colored).  So are his wife Anna and their four 
children. But Anna was born in Ireland, as were her parents; and while 
it is possible that she and her parents were of African descent, it is not 
probable. So what do we have here? Maybe a confused census enu-
merator who, faced with a rare mixed-race family in Vermont, opted 
to describe them all as “Colored.” Anna was married to a man of 
color, her children were dark skinned, and therefore she was consid-
ered “colored.”

Some of the African Americans mentioned in the 1860 census had 
deep roots in Vermont: Twenty-two were natives of the Green Moun-
tain State, and some had a Vermont connection that went back de-

Table 1: First- and Second-Generation Ethnic Population, Burlington, 1860, 1880, 1900
Country of Birth 
Person/Mother 1860 1880 1900

First Second First Second First Second
Generation Generation Generation Generation Generation Generation

Canada  1,007  675  1,655  2,000  2,463  2,789

Ireland  1,218  699  897  1,595  592  1,551

England  75  84  113  147  188
Scotland  40  53  43  54  83
Germany  26  21  19  183  225
Russia  -    2  1  184  102
Italy  -    2  4  86  20
Syria  -   -    -    41  35
France  7  10  9  15  12
Other Foreign 
Country  3  N/A  9  5  53  59

Total  2,376  1,374  2,733  3,789  3,818  5,064 

Total City 
Population  7,716  11,365  18,475

Note 1: The Russians designated in the census were Jews. We identified them as such by place of 
birth, surnames,  and residence in the city’s Jewish neighborhood. In this way we also identified 64 
German-born persons as Jews.
Note 2: In the tables we used the census designation of birthplace as Syria for the people who would 
later become known as Lebanese.
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cades. Sarah Bedford had been born in Vermont in 1790 and Mercy 
Thomas in 1815. Those not native to Vermont came from nearby states 
and Canada. None were born in the South, or at least would not admit 
to that given that the Fugitive Slave Law was then in effect. 

The number of those in Burlington labeled Black, Mulatto, or Col-
ored more than doubled between 1860 and 1900, but it was still a small 
community: 98 in 1900. And while most, 64, had been born in Ver-
mont, only 4 were born in the Green Mountain State prior to the Civil 
War. Among the old Vermonters was Dan Prince, 57, a laborer whose 
parents were born in Vermont. Most of Burlington’s other African 
Americans came from neighboring New York, Massachusetts, and 
Canada. Only 8 came from states of the old Confederacy.

Occupations—1860
With their large numbers the Canadians and the Irish played a 

prominent role in Burlington’s economic life in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century. They provided the muscle for the city’s growth. In 
1860 there were 2,273 city residents, male and female, working outside 
the home, and 1,208 of them were born abroad (53 percent).  As one 
would expect of recently arrived immigrants, they were concentrated 
in low-paying unskilled occupations.  Table 2 gives the totals of for-
eign-born males in each work category.

Table 2: Occupations, Foreign-Born Males, 1860

Occupational Category Males

 Male City Canada Ireland Other Foreign 

 Total Born Born Born

Manufacturing     

Lumber Mills 11  1  -    -   

Wood Products Manuf. 56  11  5  1

Textile Mills 5  1   2

Other Manufacturing 35  4  7  3

Elementary Occupations     

Servants, Laundry, etc. 31  4  10  10

Laborer, Day Laborer 456  133  216  13

Crafts & Related Trades     
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Needle Trades 44  14  16  4

Building Trades 200  79  10  5

Artisans & Other Trades 301  72  36  8

Sales & Service 266  15  15  5

Merchants 72  4  6  4

Other Sales & Service 191  10  7  1

Transportation     

Railroads 94  12  44  2

Boats 41  15  1  1

Horse Powered 61  22  10  1

Educated Professions 150  6  6  6

Farming & Quarrying 102  37  50  12

 Column Total  2,116  440  439  78

Note: City total includes the ethnic numbers in adjacent columns

What the data reveal is that the Irish, with a population only slightly 
larger than that of the Canadians, constituted almost double the num-
ber of low-skilled laborers, while the Canadians far outnumbered the 
Irish in the building trades and other skilled work. These trends were 
related to history. The immigrant Irish had been tenant farmers with 
few skills marketable in an industrial setting and perforce had to take 
jobs that required little more than muscle, whereas many of the French 
Canadians—as historian Betsy Beattie has pointed out—had origi-
nally come to Burlington in the 1830s and 1840s with their building 
skills to help in the construction of the textile mills in Winooski Falls.6 
They more naturally took up positions as carpenters, joiners, and plas-
terers and in the manufacture of wood products. That the Irish had a 
strong presence in railroad work was related to their role as laborers: 
in 1860 they were pick-and-shovel men, not engineers, conductors, or 
ticket agents.  

One work category had a small but significant concentration of Ca-
nadians: maritime.  As a port city, Burlington offered jobs as wharfin-
gers (wharf owners or managers), sailors, sail makers, and ships’ car-
penters. When the census taker walked the docks in June 1860, he 
found 41 men attached to this trade, 15 of them born in Canada, but 
only one Irishman. The rest were American born. This disparity is un-
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derstandable.  For three generations ships and barges had shuttled be-
tween Burlington and ports in Québec and Ontario; by 1860 many Ca-
nadians were experienced boatmen. 

That the census reported so few men or women working in the tex-
tile mills is odd given that Burlington was a mill town. A government 
publication, The U.S. Census of Manufacturers, 1860, reported that the 
Winooski Cotton Mill in Burlington employed 62 “hands,” and the 
Burlington Woolen Mill in neighboring Colchester had a workforce of 
190 men and 150 women.7 So why had these workers not shown up in 
the Burlington census figures as textile workers? A number of factors 
may explain this disparity: Either workers in the mills described them-
selves as laborers or the census enumerators did, and thus these work-
ers may have been obscured among the hundreds of individuals who 
were listed either as laborers or day laborers in the census. 

Another factor may have been simple geography. In the days before 
regular public transportation service, people had to live close to their 
work places. Not until the late 1880s did a trolley line connect Burl-
ington to Colchester, where the Burlington Woolen Mill was located. 
The great majority of woolen mill employees would have lived in Col-
chester’s Winooski village, not in Burlington. Even many of the 
“hands” who labored in the Winooski Cotton Company in Burlington 
may have resided in Colchester, for the cotton mill was located close 
to the Burlington-Winooski bridge, making the tenements of Win-
ooski village more accessible to the cotton mill workers than the 
working-class neighborhoods on the west side of Burlington. 

Not surprisingly, Canadians and Irish were hardly represented in 
professional occupations: Had we not categorized university students 
as professionals, there would have been none.  And there were few 
merchants—a category we included in Table 2 under “Sales and Ser-
vice”—in either group. The few ethnics who worked their way into the 
merchant class did so because they had a ready-made customer base: 
their fellow countrymen. The Tatro brothers, John and Peter, opened 
two grocery stores on North Street, the center of Burlington’s French 
Canadian community, while Irishman John Soragen ran a tavern on 
Water (Battery) Street in the heart of the city’s Irish neighborhood. 
Nearby, two apparently unrelated Sullivans, Bridget and Daniel, each 
owned a grocery. In a city where the Irish and French Canadians con-
stituted almost half the population, those ethnic groups were woefully 
underrepresented as merchants. 
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Table 3: Occupations, Foreign-Born Females, 1860

Occupational Category Females

Female Canada Ireland Other Foreign 

 City Total Born Born Born

Elementary Occupations     

Servants, Laundry, etc. 351 48  189  1 

Laborer, Day Laborer     

Crafts & Related Trades     

Needle Trades 69  16  25  4 

Column Total  420  64  214  5 

Women had few options for work outside the home, whether for the 
native born or the immigrant, and, in any case, market work was re-
stricted to single women by custom and by the necessity of married 
women remaining at home to care for children.8 Certainly the textile 
mills employed many women, but the 1860 census provided little infor-
mation. Outside of mill work, most immigrant women earned a living 
performing menial tasks, the great majority of them as servants; and 
the majority of the servants were Irish. Why Irish immigrant women 
outnumbered Canadians and the native born in this category is related 
to two factors: First, American and Canadian women found servant 
work demeaning.9 Irish women, having just escaped the horrendous 
conditions of the potato famine, had no such misgivings, happy to have 
regular meals and a secure residence. Moreover, because Irish women 
married later than other women, or not at all, they remained in the 
workforce for a longer period of time.10

Immigrant women who were not employed in the mills or as ser-
vants gravitated to the needle trades, working as seamstresses, dress-
makers, milliners, and “tailoresses.” These were attractive occupations 
for women, for while they generally paid poorly, they frequently al-
lowed a woman to work from home, a benefit for young girls and mar-
ried and widowed women with children. 

African American males and females in 1860s Burlington earned 
their living at the same low-skilled jobs as did the Irish: servants, por-
ters, waiters, and coachmen. But, interestingly, of the fifteen barbers in 
town six were African American, a phenomenon also noted by histori-
ans Amani Whitfield and Elise Guyette. This was not peculiar to Burl-
ington but part of a national pattern.11 In the slave South, where white 
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labor was scarce, African Americans often worked as barbers. Freed 
blacks saw barbering as a means to build a better life. And this seems 
to have been true for at least some of them in Burlington. One African 
American barber, A. B. Beulah, had a domestic servant, a white girl 
named Margaret Hickory. Another black barber, H. C. Smith, had done 
well enough that he owned real estate valued at $500 and personal 
property worth another $500, not inconsiderable amounts in 1860.12  

Attitudes toward the New Arrivals
What was the reaction of Burlington’s old Yankee stock toward the 

Irish and French-speaking Canadians—with their different languages 
and strange customs? In general, they held them in low esteem.  For 
example, in the years between 1850 and 1900, Burlington’s leading 
newspaper, the Burlington Free Press, frequently included a “Pat and 
Mike” joke that portrayed the Irish as naïve and dimwitted. Here is a 
typical one from 1877: An Irishman just off the boat in New York 
thinks he has found his two lost brothers when he sees “patented 1870” 
on a boiler because his two brothers, Pat and Ted, were boilermakers.13 
French Canadians fared no better. Rowland E. Robinson, Vermont 
writer and historian, who lived in Ferrisburg just down the road from 
Burlington, in his 1892 book, Vermont: A Study in Independence, com-
mented—as he watched hordes of Canadians entering the state from 
Québec—that “The character of these people is not such as to inspire 
the highest hope for the future of Vermont.”14

Not only did the Burlington establishment find Irish and French Ca-
nadians lacking, they also found them dirty and prone to disease. Dr. 
Samuel Thayer, the city’s first health officer, reported with his nose in 
the air in 1865 that Irish tenement dwellers disposed of rotten vegeta-
bles in the streets outside their dwellings, where “the ground was 
greasy with slop water and other filth.” He went on to write that in 
these streets “horses, cows, hogs, hens and children are mixed up, so 
that it is difficult to determine which is the hog pen and which is the 
nursery.”15 In short, for this high-brow Yankee, the Irish and French 
Canadians lived like animals.

The Irish also had a reputation for disorderliness, almost always re-
lated to alcohol; and there was some truth to the charge. In lower court 
cases in Burlington between 1858 and 1870, 47 percent of the defen-
dants were Irish, 26 percent French Canadian, 22 percent Anglos, and 
the remainder from other ethnic groups.16 Burlington’s Third Ward, a 
mixed Irish and French Canadian working-class neighborhood where 
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drinking and fistfights were common, was known at least as early as 
1880 as “the Bloody Third.”

Burlington’s Yankees particularly objected to the religion of the 
newcomers. Protestants themselves, they abhorred the Roman Catholi-
cism of the Irish and the French Canadians, echoing the nativist belief 
of the day that the church’s autocratic structure made it inimical to de-
mocracy.  Prominent Burlington resident and one-time Vermont con-
gressman George Perkins Marsh, an opponent of slavery in pre-Civil 
War days, whom many consider the father of conservationism, held 
that “The slave driver and the priest are twin brothers.”17 The pope 
came in for particular scorn. Theresa Viele, a Louisiana Catholic tem-
porarily living in Burlington in the 1850s with her soldier husband, was 
astonished at how Vermonters characterized the pope as “innately 
depraved.”18

As the ranks of Irish and French Canadians swelled in the 1860s, 
alarmed Yankee residents felt compelled to take action. Since they 
could not stem or reverse the flow of foreigners in their midst, they 
opted for a new tack: assimilate them by converting them to “truthful” 
religion. In 1867, leaders of the city’s Protestant churches agreed to 
form a “Union Committee” composed of two representatives from 
each church to develop a program to counter the influence of the 
Catholic Church—a church that they deemed “the mightiest system of 
error on the globe.” Their first effort to this end was to determine how 
many Catholics resided in the city. They went door to door counting 
and proselytizing. The instructions to canvassers directed them to “in-
vite, or, if prudent, urge attention to the essentials of the Christian reli-
gion.” When the numbers came in, they found that 52 percent of the 
city’s residents professed to belong to the Church of Rome.19 In the fi-
nal effort in the campaign, in 1873 they opened a “French Baptist Mis-
sion” in the city’s north side, the home of the largest concentration of 
French Canadian Catholics. The effectiveness of the mission is un-
known. It closed in 1886, although this may have been due more to the 
death of Lawrence Barnes, one of the city’s richest lumber barons and 
a leading financial supporter of the proselytizing effort, than to any 
lack of conversions.  

If old Americans lumped together the Irish and French Canadian 
“foreigners” because of their common religion, those two groups saw 
themselves differently. A chasm based on religious traditions, work-
place competition, mutual distrust, and language separated them. The 
divide may have begun as early as the 1830s with Burlington’s first resi-
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dent Catholic priest, a tactless Irishman named Jeremiah O’Callaghan, 
who held French Canadians in low esteem. Once, while lauding the 
philanthropy of Francis LeClair, a prosperous French Canadian busi-
nessman, O’Callaghan remarked that “Frank is a Frenchman; but un-
like the rest, he is a gentleman.”20 Moreover, French Canadians, deeply 
protective of their own culture, resented the assimilationist policy of 
the Irish-dominated American Catholic hierarchy. In 1890 a French 
Canadian organization, Ligue des Patriotes, went so far as to meet in 
Fall River, Massachusetts, to discuss how to oppose a proclamation by 
the church leadership that “National societies as such have no place in 
the Catholic Church.”21  

The estrangement from O’Callaghan’s church led local French Ca-
nadian Catholics to agitate for their own French-language parish. The 
upshot was that in 1850 the Diocese of Boston, which then included 
Vermont, established a second parish in Burlington, St. Joseph. St. Jo-
seph became the first “national” parish in New England: one based on 
culture and language rather than geography. Eventually, O’Callaghan’s 
St. Mary’s became known as the “Irish” church, and St. Joseph’s as the 
“French” church. In later years, each parish established its own gram-
mar school, furthering the cultural divide; but perhaps no phenomena 
accentuated the Irish-French Canadian estrangement so much as the 
city’s Catholic cemetery adjacent to Riverside Avenue and North Pros-
pect Street: there, French Canadians were buried in one section and 
the Irish in another. 

There was also rivalry over jobs and wages. Arriving in massive 
numbers beginning in the 1860s, French Canadians drove down wages; 
critics referred to them as the Chinese of the Eastern states.22 Owners 
of Vermont industries often recruited French Canadians to break 
strikes. To cite just one of the worst examples: In what has been styled 
“The Great Turnout” in West Rutland in 1868, marble quarry owners 
brought in rail carloads of French Canadians to replace striking Irish 
quarrymen, who were then turned out of company-owned housing.23 
No such oppressive tactics are known to have been employed in Burl-
ington, but across the state Irishmen considered French Canadians to 
be workplace competitors.

There was also rivalry in the realm of politics. Having influence in 
city hall meant patronage jobs. Here too the Irish and French Canadi-
ans clashed. Their differences led French Canadians to identify more 
with the Republican Party than with the Democrats, the political home 
of the Irish. What seemed to rankle French Canadians was the way 
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Irish Democrats shut them out of positions of power. In 1900 in Ward 
3—the “Bloody Third”—Peter Girard, a Republican, almost defeated 
popular Democratic incumbent John Shea because “the French Demo-
crats of the ward had been promised the election of one of their num-
ber to the Board of Aldermen, but the pledge had not been fulfilled, 
their claim being that the Irish Democrats continued to absorb all the 
political prizes in the ward.”24

It is significant that in 1873 the first person from a French Canadian 
background elected as a Burlington alderman was Adolphus Gravel, a 
Republican, whom the Republican Burlington Free Press endorsed as 
“a thorough young man of business, and real estate owner who has 
done much among our French-Canadian citizens to aid the Republican 
cause.”25 For the Republican Party, which was courting French Cana-
dian support, he was an ideal candidate. He was third-generation 
French Canadian American—both his parents had been born in Ver-
mont—and he owned a popular grocery store on North Street, in the 
heart of Burlington’s heavily French Canadian Ward 2. When the votes 
came in, Gravel had roundly defeated his Democratic opponent 162 to 
47. Political rivalry between the Irish and French Canadians continued 
into the early twentieth century. 

In the absence of diaries and letters that might shed light on the at-
titudes of Burlington’s Irish and Canadians toward African Americans, 
comments in the city’s leading newspaper, the Burlington Free Press, 
might serve as a surrogate source. An editorial in the Free Press in 
1869 probably expressed the sentiments of most whites in the city: “all 
over the world he [a black man] has to be driven to his work—all the 
world over he is lazy, and only exerts himself on compulsion of some 
sort or another.”26 But perhaps more telling of discrimination against 
them is the fact that—as we shall see—virtually no African Americans 
worked in the city’s lumber yards or textile mills, workplaces domi-
nated by unskilled Irish and French Canadians.

True, Burlington residents had been opposed to slavery in the years 
leading up to the war, but in the main they did not believe in racial 
equality. Their position was probably best exemplified by the Rev. John 
K. Converse, one of the city’s Congregational ministers. Before the 
Civil War he held that slavery should be abolished but that whites and 
African Americans could not live together. Blacks should be returned 
to Africa. For years Converse was the New England organizer for the 
American Colonization Society.

In contrast with this picture of the lazy black man, however, was the 
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esteem with which many Burlington residents held Tony Anthony. An-
thony worked as a cook—perhaps chef is the more appropriate de-
scription—and enjoyed widespread acclaim for his skill. When the 
Mallet’s Bay House, a summer resort in nearby Colchester, advertised 
its culinary facilities in 1869, it proudly proclaimed that the dining 
room would be “under the supervision of the well-known Tony 
Anthony.”27 Clearly, Burlingtonians’ respect for Mr. Anthony reminds 
us that generalizations gloss over exceptions. 

1900
Through the closing decades of the nineteenth century, Canadians 

and Irish continued to be the largest ethnic communities in Burlington; 
but, in terms of size, their roles had reversed. In 1860 those born in Ire-
land outnumbered those born in Canada. This changed in the years fol-
lowing the Civil War.  Sometime around 1870 Canadians surpassed the 
Irish in numbers. In the 1880 census natives of Canada numbered 1,655 
and the Irish born, 897. The reversal reflected the difference between 
Canadian and Irish emigration: The great wave of Irish emigration 
spawned by the potato famine of the 1840s receded after 1855, while 
emigration from Canada to Vermont accelerated. With the 1900 census 
those born in Canada, 2,463, swamped the 592 hailing from the Emer-
ald Isle. 

For both Canadians and Irish the second generation, as noted in Ta-
ble 1, was now larger than the first or immigrant generation. In total 
these two ethnic groups through two generations comprised 43 percent 
of Burlington’s turn-of-the-century population. If it were possible to 
track a third generation, the percentage would be much higher. Brian 
Walsh, for example, in his thesis on the Irish in Burlington, attempted 
to do so by counting those with Irish-sounding names in addition to 
those with an Irish place of birth or a parent’s place of birth, and he 
came up with a figure of 3,565 residents with Irish backgrounds, far 
above our two-generational figure of 2,407.28 While Walsh’s figure may 
be close to the mark, we decline to follow his procedure because of its 
potential for error.29  

The next question is, how many of Burlington’s Canadians and Irish 
had a long history of residency in the Queen City; or put another way, 
what was their rate of persistence?  Were their communities stable, or 
were they in flux, with individuals and families constantly moving in 
and moving out. Existing studies of rates of persistence for Burling-
ton’s communities of Irish, Canadians, and African Americans cover 
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different time periods and thus are difficult to compare. Tom Jordan 
and Jeff Potash, looking at the decade between 1850 and 1860, found 
that only 8 percent of the 1850 Irish were still residents in 1860, al-
though 43 percent of the French Canadians remained.30 Betsy Beattie 
in her work on the period 1860 to 1870 found that 19.6 percent of the 
French Canadians of 1860 were still resident ten years later; while Tom 
Bassett concluded that nearly half the French Canadians of 1870 were 
still in Burlington in 1880. Whitfield found that among African Ameri-
cans in turn-of-the-century Burlington, 18 percent had resided there in 
1880. 

In our own study of rates of persistence in the period 1880-1900, we 
found that for the Canadian born the rate was 8.1 percent; for those 
born in Ireland, 9.4 percent; and a 13 percent rate for African Ameri-
cans. However, since many Irish and Canadians had been resident in 
Burlington since mid-century and thus would have been of an age 
where they were dying off in the 1880s and 1890s, these rates must be 
approached with caution: They may reflect mortality as much as lack of 
persistence. Further complicating any investigation into rates of persis-
tence was the custom of married women taking their husband’s name.  
Many women who lived in Burlington in 1880 still resided in the city in 
1900, but some are lost in the persistence rate due to marriage. Our 
figures for rates of persistence must perforce be on the low side.    

Occupations—1900
Table 4 shows the number of two-generational Canadian and Irish 

males in occupational categories in 1900. Table 5 shows occupations for 
other foreign-born males. 

Some occupational trends seen in 1860 continued to the end of the 
century. Canadian males of the two generations, for example, still domi-
nated the building trades in 1900, accounting for over half of city resi-
dents involved in that line of work; and almost half of all those laboring 
in the lumber mills and in the manufacturing of wood products—doors, 
window sashes, furniture, shoe lasts, and brush handles—were Cana-
dian Americans. Where wood was involved, the Canadians held sway, 
although anecdotal evidence suggests that through 1870 the Irish were 
more numerous in the lumber yards. 

Canadians and Irish also continued to form a majority of the city’s 
laborers, although with a significant difference from the situation in 
1860.  In that year the immigrant generation of Irish and Canadians 
alone accounted for 79 percent of the laboring force; in 1900 it was only 
32 percent. Part of this drop is explained by the decreased number of 
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Table 4: Occupations, Ethnic Males, 1900—Part One

 MALES

Occupational Category City Canada Ireland

 Total First Second First Second

 Males Generation Generation Generation Generation

Manufacturing      

Lumber Mills 262  52  38  14  59 

Wood Products Manuf. 202  59  42  2  21 

Textile Mills 297  131  60  3  2 

Other Manufacturing 209  31  22  6  19 

Elementary Occupations      

Servants, Laundry, etc. 88  9  9  3  10 

Laborer, Day Laborer 690  170  136  58  79 

Crafts & Related Trades      

Needle Trades 50  10  3  2  -   

Building Trades 569  140  87  11  47 
Artisans & Other
Trades 463  98  70  17  53 

Sales & Service      

Merchants 243  17  18  10  21 

Peddlers 78  11  11  1  -   

Telegraph, Steno, etc. 66  4  -    4 

Other Sales & Service 903  82  73  13  82 

Transportation      

Railroads 201  7  6  9  35 

Boats 57  6  8  5  5 

Horse Powered/Other 330  34  45  13  47 

Educated Professions      

Doctors, Dentists 83  20  1  -    3 

Nurses 7  -    3  -    -   

Teachers 51  1  -    -    1 

Lawyers 40  -      2 

College Students 280  9  13  2  12 

Other Educated 81  1  1  -    3 

Farming & Quarrying 238  45  33  19  21 

 Column Total  5,488  936  683  188  526 
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Irish immigrants in the city, but part of it is due to the greater work op-
tions available. Still, 62 percent of those who in 1900 described them-
selves as laborers came from the two-generational Irish and Canadian 
communities.

Table 5: Occupations, Ethnic Males, 1900—Part Two

First & Second Generation MALES

Occupational Category England Germany Russia Italy Syria Other

      Foreign

Manufacturing       

Lumber Mills  4  4     

Wood Products Manuf.   3     

Textile Mills  3  2    1

Other Manufacturing  1  4    6

Elementary Occupations       

Servants, Laundry, etc.  6     1

Laborer, Day Laborer  10  17  2  21  3 8

Crafts & Related Trades       

Needle Trades  1  5  7   5

Building Trades  2  11    6

Artisans & Other Trades  12  6  3   4

Sales & Service       

Merchants  3  10  17  2  2 4

Peddlers  -    12  27  1  5 0

Telegraph, Steno, etc.  1  -    -    -    -   1

Other Sales & Service  9  6  12  3  -   4

Transportation       

Railroads  6    42  2

Boats  1     2

Horse Powered/Other  3  2    4

Educated Professions      5

Doctors, Dentists  2  2    1

Nurses       

Teachers  5  2  2   4

Lawyers   1     

College Students  1  -    1  -    -   1

Other Educated    2   2

Farming & Quarrying  5  7    7

 Column Total  75  94  73  69  10  68 
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Irish involvement in railroading showed a significant change from 
1860. In that year fully 47 percent of Burlington’s railroad men were im-
migrant Irish, and almost all of them toiled at laboring work: blasting 
road beds, building culverts and bridges, and laying ties and rails. Forty 
years later, first- and second-generation Irish Americans combined con-
stituted only 22 percent of the city’s railroad men; while a few contin-
ued to perform laboring tasks, many men of the second generation now 

Table 6: Occupations, Ethnic Females, 1900—Part One

 FEMALES

Occupational Category City Canada Ireland

 Total First Second First Second
 Females Generation Generation Generation Generation

Manufacturing       

Lumber Mills & Manuf. 5  1   1  

Textile Mills 284   111  62   8 

Other Manufacturing
  

118  2  15  2  28 

Elementary Occupations       
Servants, Laundry, etc. 768  81  87  67  165 
Laborer, Day Laborer 62  10  13  2  8 

Crafts & Related Trades       

Needle Trades 307  40  42  8  71 

Building Trades 1  1    

Artisans & Other Trades 27  1  7   4 

Sales & Service       

Merchants 8  -    -    1  2 

Peddlers 10  -    1  -    -   

Telegraph, Steno, etc. 90  3  4  -    16 

Other Sales & Service 329  24  36  4  42 

Transportation 4   1   1 

Educated Professions       

Doctors, Dentists 3  -    -    -    -   

Nurses 73  15  7  1  6 

Teachers 161  13  11  13  19 

Lawyers 1  -    -    -    -   

College Students 50  4  2  -    2 

Other Educated 12  3  5   -   

Farming & Quarrying 3   1   

 Column Total  2,316  309  294  99  372 
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had stepped up to be engineers, conductors, ticket agents, and station 
masters. Unskilled work fell to a new generation of immigrants.

The 1900 census, unlike that of 1860, gives us a clearer picture of who 
worked in the textile mills. While the tendency of those who have stud-
ied mill workers has been to emphasize the female “operatives,” the 
mills also employed hundreds of men in various capacities: loading and 
unloading wagons and boxcars, opening cotton or wool bales, and dying 
fabric—doing the heavy lifting required in getting out fabric. It was Ca-
nadians who did this work: 64 percent of male mill workers living in 
Burlington were first- or second-generation Canadian Americans. The 
same was true of the female workforce. Sixty-one percent of Burlington 
women who labored at looms and spinning jennies came from the two-

Table 7: Occupations, Ethnic Females, 1900 — Part Two
First and Second 
Generations FEMALES

Occupational Category England Germany Russia Italy Syria Other
      Foreign
Manufacturing       

Textile Mills 2      1 
Other Manufacturing 1      

Elementary Occupations       
Servants, Laundry, etc. 7  14  2   1  5 
Laborer, Day Laborer   1     1 

Crafts & Related Trades       
Needle Trades 2      2 
Artisans & Other Trades       1 

Sales & Service       
Merchants 1  1  1  -    -    -   

Peddlers  -    -    -    -    9  -   
Telegraph, Steno, etc.  -    -    -    -    -    -   
Other Sales & Service 1  1  1  -    -    2 

Transportation 1      
Educated Professions       

Doctors, Dentists       
Nurses 4      3 
Teachers 3  2     6 
Lawyers       
College Students       
Other Educated       

 Column Total  22  19  4  -    10  21 
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generational Canadian community. The Irish were almost totally absent. 
For reasons we can only speculate about—Canadian hostility, language 
differences, preferences for other work—few Burlington Irish Ameri-
cans worked in the textile mills.

Though the principal occupation of Irish American women continued 
to be domestic service, just as it had been in 1860, other employment 
opportunities had opened for them and for all women in the closing 
decades of the nineteenth century: as office help, sales clerks, typists, 
and stenographers.  With a plethora of public and private schools in 
town, plus a university, a medical college, a business college, and a hos-
pital, there was work for teachers and nurses.31 There were 161 female 
teachers in the Burlington census, 24 of them two-generational Canadi-
ans and another 32 two-generational Irish. Interestingly, 27 of those 
from Irish or Canadian backgrounds were nuns in teaching orders. 

The needle trades continued to attract Irish and Canadian women. A 
little over half of all women employed this way came from the two gen-
erations of these two groups. The numbers for the Canadians and the 
Irish were about the same: 82 from the two-generational Canadians and 
79 from the Irish. Where there was a surprising difference is within the 
Irish figure: only 8 were first generation while 71 were second genera-
tion. Of course, the low figure for the Irish born is a reflection of the 
general decrease in Irish immigration. However, that so many of the 
second generation labored in this field is surprising, particularly com-
pared to the U.S.-born daughters of Canadians. Despite the much larger 
Canadian population, the latter numbered only 42. 

Table 8: Occupations, Black and Mulatto Persons, Burlington, 1900
Occupational Category Black/Mulatto

 Male Female Total
Barber 4 0 4
Railroad 3 0 3
Coachman 4 0 4
Nurse 0 2 2
Florist 1 0 1
Boarding House Keeper 1 0 1
Servant, etc. 6 8 14
Bootblack   5   0  5
Laborer, etc.   6   1  7

Total 30 11 41
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The condition of African Americans, male and female, remained 
much as it had been in 1860. Most were still employed in menial occu-
pations. Barbering continued to attract black males as it had forty years 
before. Gilbert Farmer, 28, described himself as a florist—and, on first 
blush, we thought we had come across our first black merchant—but 
how his business could have thrived is a mystery: He gave his current 
status as “prisoner” and his home as the city jail. A telling point that has 
already been mentioned about black occupations is that no African 
Americans worked in the textile mills or in the lumber yards, two indus-
tries that employed unskilled labor but which were dominated by white 
ethnic workers. One can only conclude that African Americans were 
either consciously excluded from these industries or themselves de-
clined to enter them.   

Before leaving the subject of black employment, we must again re-
turn to Almon Clark, who we noted earlier had two children and was 
married to a white Irish woman. Nonetheless, the whole Clark family 
was described as “Colored.” Under occupation Clark described himself 
in 1900 as a boarding-house keeper. Herein may lie an interesting his-
torical connection. The boarding house was Converse Hall, a stately 
men’s dormitory on the University of Vermont campus, built in 1895 
and named for the man who commissioned it, railroad magnate John H. 
Converse, class of 1861. That the first manager of the house was a black 
man possibly is related to the fact that Converse’s father, the Rev. John 
K. Converse, was the abolitionist mentioned earlier in this article. Could 
it be that as a condition of the Converse gift to UVM there was a stipu-
lation, or at least a hope, that it employ African Americans?

The New Immigrants
In 1900 there are new immigrants in the Queen City—Germans, Jews, 

Italians, and Lebanese. But before turning to them it might be useful to 
assess the place of the Irish and Canadians in Burlington society. In this 
turn-of-the-century year there were Canadians and Irish who had roots 
in Burlington that went back 50 or 60 years; and members of the second 
and third generations probably considered themselves more American 
than Irish or Canadian.  Moreover, many French Canadians and Irish—
unlike the second great wave of immigrants to the U.S. that began in the 
1880s—had fought in one of America’s defining political upheavals, the 
Civil War. This gave them special claim to being Americans, even if that 
claim was sometimes only grudgingly recognized. At Decoration Day 
ceremonies there were Kellys and Lafountains, Caseys and Gagnons, 
who proudly wore GAR ribbons.32 
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There were numerous signs of Irish and Canadian success in Burling-
ton.  Catholics of each community had their own churches and schools 
(with almost as many students as the public schools), and the bishop of 
the Diocese of Burlington, John Stephen Michaud, was a native son, 
born of an Irish mother and French Canadian father. Québec-born Je-
rome Dumas had served eight years as the city’s chief of police (1889-
1897), and he was followed in 1903 by second-generation Irish Ameri-
can Patrick J. Russell, who would be the city’s longest serving police 
chief (1903-1931). Almost yearly since the 1870s, Wards 2 and 3 sent 
Irish and French Canadians to represent them on the board of alder-
men. Civil War veteran James B. Scully maintained a home on genteel 
South Union Street but lived most of the year in Washington, D.C., 
where he was the doorkeeper for the U.S. House of Representatives.  
James Edmund Burke, as mentioned earlier, in 1903 became the first 
ethnic mayor of the city. And John J. Flynn, a second-generation Irish 
American, was one of Burlington’s richest men, owning extensive real 
estate in the city and trolley lines in a number of Vermont cities, includ-
ing Burlington, and was the founder of a bank. 

These Canadian and Irish Americans probably never received invita-
tions to the Yankee mansions on Burlington’s exclusive hill district, but 
they were justifiably proud of all they and their parents had achieved in 
the city.  When Alderman Shea proclaimed in 1904 that three-fifths of 
the city’s residents were of Irish descent, the implication was that Burl-
ington was an Irish city—that in a political sense, they owned it.

French Canadians probably looked askance at this claim—and this 
might form part of the basis for their hostility to the Irish—for they had 
a claim of their own. Researcher Elin Anderson, writing in the 1930s, 
observed that to French Canadians, “Burlington is a French city and 
they are its true citizens.”33  They based their claim on more than just 
numbers. It was grounded in history. Frenchman Samuel de Champlain 
was the first European to explore the region and for over a hundred 
years northern Vermont was a part of New France. 

As Americans, the Irish and the Canadians watched—possibly with 
the suspicious eyes of insiders—the new immigrants moving into their 
city. The most numerous were the Jews (see Table 1). From early in the 
nineteenth century there had been a few German Jews in Burlington. 
Bernard Heineberg, a physician, had established himself in the lakeside 
town in the 1830s, followed by the Turk brothers, Louis and Bennet, 
who were involved in the dry goods business as early as 1849. Besides 
the Turk brothers and Dr. Heineberg, the 1860 census also listed Abram 
and Morris Platt as coming from Germany. But this handful of German 
Jews were hardly the precursors of what was to come. 
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In 1881, following the assassination of Czar Alexander II, a series of 
pogroms broke out in Russian-controlled Poland and Lithuania, send-
ing thousands of Jews fleeing from their small rural villages—shtetls—
to the United States, where they were joined by Jews emigrating from 
Prussian-controlled Poland. By the early 1880s, Russian and Polish Jews 
began arriving in Burlington. In the 1900 census there were 184 Rus-
sian-born Jews in Burlington and another 102 American-born children 
of Russian Jewish mothers. In addition, there were 64 German-born 
Jews, making the Jews the third largest ethnic group in the city after the 
Canadians and Irish.34 

Occupationally, Burlington’s Jews worked almost exclusively in trade. 
Table 5 points out the large number of Russian and German Jewish 
peddlers in the city, 50 percent of the total. Within the “Sales and Ser-
vice” category there were 10 Jews who were sales clerks (often in fam-
ily-owned shops), bookkeepers, and wholesalers.  There were also—
only a dozen or so years after arriving in Burlington—17 Jews who had 
graduated from being back-packing peddlers to being merchants. They 
owned grocery stores and dry goods shops, mainly along North Street, 
the principal shopping district for the city’s blue-collar workers. A few, 
like partners Robert Kamber and Joseph Frank, had become prosper-
ous enough to open their business—the American Clothing Com-
pany—on Church Street, the city’s premier retail address. Tellingly, only 
two Russian Jews described themselves as laborers and none worked in 
the lumber yards or the textile mills, the two industries that had previ-
ously provided entry-level jobs for newcomers.  The rest were a smat-
tering of tinsmiths and artisans.

In the 1900 census, only 4 Russian-born Jewish women worked out-
side the home. Two were in retail: 18-year-old Rachel Marcus worked as 
a sales person in her family’s shop; and Rose Melvich, a 34-year-old 
widow with a 15-year-old son, owned a dry goods store on Intervale 
Avenue. Two other women, both of whom appear to have been single 
but living with relatives, described their occupation as “housework,” by 
which could be meant either that they earned their keep by working 
within their relatives’ home or that they went out daily to clean in other 
people’s homes.  The important point is that, unlike other immigrant 
women, the Jews refrained from domestic service. 

How did Burlington’s Yankees, French Canadians, and Irish, them-
selves generally religious Christians, react to the Jews as non-Christian 
immigrants? Generally, except for business, there was little interaction 
between Jews and the broader society. The Jews existed as a community 
apart, creating their own enclave in the city. As early as 1900 the Burl-
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ington Free Press reported that the city had a “clearly defined Jewish 
colony.”35 It became known as “Little Jerusalem.” Perhaps more telling 
of Jewish separateness was the experience of a group of Jewish men 
who desired to join the Knights of Pythias, a secret fraternal society 
much like the Masonic order. They were chartered as a separate chapter 
when a chapter already existed in the city. This seems to be a case of 
both inclusion and exclusion.

  Prejudice against the Jews was sometimes intense. In the Vermont-
produced PBS film Little Jerusalem, older Jewish residents remembered 
having to be prepared to defend themselves when leaving their neigh-
borhood’s Hebrew Free School (founded 1902).36 One incident from 
the early 1900s says much about community attitudes. Around 1910 the 
Rosenthal family had become sufficiently prosperous that it purchased 
a house on the corner of Loomis and North Willard Streets, then a sol-
idly middle-class neighborhood outside Little Jerusalem. When a neigh-
boring homeowner learned of the sale he approached the Rosenthals 
and offered to purchase their new home from them at a profit, stating, 
“we don’t want your kind here.”37 There is no mistaking the hostility 
behind that comment. 

But there is also evidence of empathy and even respectful friend-
ship. Through the 1890s Burlington newspapers reported critically on 
the violence against Jews in Russia. One article likened their treatment 
to the way the British had historically treated the Irish, a comparison 
that must have elicited sympathy in many Burlington homes. Fr. Je-
rome Cloarec, the French-born pastor of St. Joseph and a student of 
early rabbinical writings, enjoyed evening discussions with local Jewish 
scholars of the Talmud.38 In 1891 Burlington’s Catholic bishop, French-
born Louis de Goesbriand, published The History of the Worship of 
God, in which he paid tribute to the Jewish origins of many Catholic 
rites and rituals.39 And until the Jewish community began producing its 
own physicians in the opening years of the twentieth century, popular 
Patrick McSweeney, the son of Irish emigrants, administered to their 
medical needs. 

Just as Burlington’s Jewish population was growing in the 1880s,  
another group of foreigners appeared on the city’s streets: Germans. 
Their arrival in Burlington at this time appears to be related to the 
introduction of discriminatory policies against Catholics in Bismarck’s 
Germany—many of the new arrivals were Catholics—and to the 
widespread opportunities offered by the Queen City’s prosperous 
economy. By 1900 there were 110 non-Jewish Germans and 12 Austri-
ans in the city.  
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In terms of occupations, the Germans appear to have prospered in 
the few years they had been in Burlington.  Of 64 males born in Ger-
many whose occupations the census listed, only 14 (22 percent) de-
scribed themselves as laborers, two worked in textile mills, and only one 
toiled in the lumber yards.  Most men had a marketable skill, either in 
the building trades or other skilled occupations: furriers, tailors, coo-
pers, butchers, shoemakers, blacksmiths, and cigar makers. Four had 
their own farms. A few held jobs in manufacturing making refrigerators, 
boxes, and patented medicine. One, Oskar Heininger, was the foreman 
of the city’s water department. The remainder were an assortment of 
salesmen, solicitors, clerks, and sign painters. Where they were absent 
was in the professional and merchant classes. There were no male teach-
ers among them (the two German teachers in Table 5 were Jews), al-
though there was one physician, and only one person listed himself as a 
merchant. The picture that forms is of skilled craftsmen, not men of 
commerce.

German-born married women—like most other married women at 
the time—rarely worked outside the home. In 1900 there were 34 mar-
ried German females in the city, but only Augusta Casparsor, 54, listed 
an occupation. She did housework by the day. Interestingly, though 
married, she seems to have lived alone, perhaps an abandoned woman 
with a husband living elsewhere. In reality, if not in law, she was a single 
woman. Almost all single women worked. There were 15 German-born 
single women aged 14 and above in 1900, and 12 of them held jobs, all 
of them of the menial, service-type occupations. Their situation was 
similar to that of Irish women. 

Another Burlington ethnic group that, at least occupationally for the 
men, followed the same path as the Jews, was the Lebanese Syrians. 
They began settling in the Queen City in the late 1890s and in 1900 
numbered 41 residents. Like the Jews, the Lebanese gravitated to com-
merce: as peddlers, fruit dealers, and merchants. That so many were in-
volved in trade—as anthropologist Amy Rowe has shown—resulted 
from the circumstances in which they found themselves upon their first 
arrival in New York. There, Lebanese American businessmen often re-
cruited the newcomers to be peddlers, offering to advance them goods 
on credit and advising them on sales territories—such as the Burlington 
area—that were well connected via the railroad to sources of resupply 
in New York.40  

While there was a tendency for Lebanese women to remain at home 
once married, they took on outside jobs in greater numbers than other 
married immigrant women. For example, of the thirteen married Leba-
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nese women in the census, six worked outside the home: five of them as 
peddlers and one as a laundress. In at least two instances, both a hus-
band and a wife described themselves as peddlers, suggesting a family 
enterprise. Whether both went out on the road separately or simply 
took turns tending a cart or a stand is unknown. We also found two sin-
gle women and two widows working as peddlers. Overall, of the ten 
Lebanese women, married, single, and widowed, who worked outside 
the home, nine toiled as peddlers. 

Assessing their reception in Burlington is difficult because given 
their small numbers in 1900, their presence was almost invisible.  And, 
because it is in the nature of the print media to publish more sensa-
tional stories, the few notices of Lebanese Syrians found in Burlington 
newspapers tended to emphasize negative behavior. One account pub-
lished in the Free Press in 1897 reported that an 11-year-old Syrian “girl 
tramp” who lived on Cherry Street had been found with stolen goods.41 
And just before the turn of the century, Bosil Noah’s name frequently 
appeared in a number of court cases: one involving the illegal sale of 
alcohol, another the possession of stolen goods, and another of 
adultery.42

But not all reports reflected negatively on the Lebanese. Because 
they were Maronite Catholics in communion with the Roman church 
they probably found more acceptance among their French Canadian 
and Irish neighbors than did the Jews. As early as 1897, St. Joseph 
Church and St. Mary’s Cathedral each were the venues of Lebanese 
weddings. And local Roman Catholics probably applauded in 1900 
when a Maronite priest visited Burlington as part of a mission to Ma-
ronite Catholics in America.

There also seems to have been some fascination with Lebanese cul-
ture. This is not surprising, given that the Lebanese came from a part of 
the world from which Americans had had little contact. Curiosity led 
the Burlington YMCA in October, 1899, to invite Solomon Thomas to 
speak on the customs of “this interesting people.”43 There was an appre-
ciation of Lebanese crafts. The Old Bee Hive, one of the city’s high-end 
department stores, advertised that it had a stock of Syrian rugs for sale, 
the value of which was attested by Demetrius Nour, a native of that 
country.44 

Simultaneously with the arrival of the Lebanese was the appearance 
on the city’s streets of people from Italy. Italians had been settling in 
Vermont since the 1880s—primarily in the marble-quarrying towns of 
Rutland County and in the granite-producing region of Barre—but it 
was not until the 1890s that they made their appearance in Burlington. 
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In the census year of 1900 there were 86 native-born sons and daughters 
of Italy in the city. Although, as we shall see, at least 42 of them were 
transients, members of a work crew hired by out-of-state contractors to 
construct a rail line; when their work was completed they left for other 
job sites. Only the 44 not involved in railroad construction could be de-
scribed as residents, and most of them, unlike the northern Italians as-
sociated with Vermont’s extractive industries, appear to have come from 
southern Italy, particularly the region around Naples.45

What is clear is that Burlington’s Italians of 1900 had taken the place 
of the Irish of 1860: They were the new navvys. Of the 71 male Italians in 
the city whose work is described in the census, 42 were in the railroad 
gang previously mentioned and another 21 described themselves as la-
borers. Clearly it was manual labor and particularly railroad work that 
brought Italians to Burlington. At the time the census was being taken 
the Rutland and Canadian Railroad was constructing a line to run 
through the Champlain Islands, connecting Burlington to Canada. The 
previously mentioned crew of 42 Italians in Burlington resided in make-
shift quarters along a rail line adjacent to Institute Road, approximately 
where Burlington High School now stands.46

Across the region as the nineteenth turned into the twentieth century, 
Italian work gangs provided the manual labor for a variety of projects: a 
100-man crew in South Burlington was busy building a roadbed for a 
rail line connecting Burlington to Hinesburg; another 52 Italians toiled 
at laying water pipes for the village of Essex Junction; and another gang 
put down track for the Rutland-Canadian Line in North Hero. These 
crews were exclusively Italian. There was not an Irishman or French Ca-
nadian among them.47

Almost predictably—given Italy’s reputation for cuisine—the eight Ital-
ians who were neither laborers nor railroad men in the Queen City earned 
their living in the food industry: five as fruit sellers, two as bakers, and one 
as a grocer. And, just as with the African Americans, Jews, and Lebanese, 
they were totally absent in the lumber yards and in the textile mills.

Almost totally absent too were Italian women, both in Burlington in 
general and in the workplace. Of the 44 Italians settled in Burlington, 
only 13 were women; and, like Jewish women, none of them worked out-
side the home. Perhaps as a window into the family life of these recent 
arrivals in America, it is interesting to note that 18 of the 42 men who 
worked in the railroad gang on Institute Road were married but their 
wives resided elsewhere, probably in Massachusetts where padrones of-
ten recruited these crews, but also possibly back in Italy, awaiting the 
return of money provided by their husbands for passage to America. 
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Their low work status suggest that the Italians clung to the bottom 
rung of Burlington’s socioeconomic ladder. Their ethnic neighbors prob-
ably looked down on them, as did American society in general. The Bur-
lington Free Press referred to them as “dagos.” The same paper in 1891 
reprinted a New York Herald Tribune fictive story about an overly ag-
gressive Italian street vendor trying to coerce a young boy into buying a 
worthless trinket. When the boy’s father saw what was happening he 
punched the “dago” peddler and then sneered, “Pull your knife now, for 
of course you have one.”48 In American eyes, Italians were dirty fighters, 
unfairly resorting to knives in confrontations. Writing of Burlington in 
the 1930s researcher Elin Anderson commented that, “In the minds of 
many [Burlington] citizens the Greeks, Syrians and Italians are lumped 
together as a very doubtful element, with question in the minds of some 
[sic] as to whether even to consider them white.”49

Among the city’s old Yankees there was an additional concern: The 
growing Italian population might weaken Republican political clout and 
bolster that of the Democrats. One local GOP man went so far as to sug-
gest that the party should maintain a checklist for caucuses, “so that Re-
publicans of the city can vote without being trampled on by Winooski-
ans, Dagos and repeaters.”50 The bias against Italians is clear. The 
reference to “Winooskians” was a slam at nearby Winooski’s large 
French Canadian population.

The fears of the GOP man were well founded. In the first decade of 
the twentieth century, a flood of immigrants was arriving in Burling-
ton—additional links in the chain that had first been forged in the latter 
half of the nineteenth century: Italians, Russian and Polish Jews, Leba-
nese, and Greeks, but also a smattering of peoples from other corners of 
Europe; and always, always, French-speaking Canadians from Québec. 
In absolute numbers the foreign-born population of Burlington peaked 
at 3,938 in 1910, which was then 19 percent of the city total. This was not 
as high as the 43 percent recorded in a much smaller Burlington in 1870. 
Still, with all these new peoples, Burlington—and a number of other 
Green Mountain cities and towns—had become and was becoming less 
and less like Republican and Protestant Vermont. 

But, aside from the first and second generation of ethnics in Burling-
ton in 1900, what of the third and even fourth generation of hyphenated 
Americans? Here we can provide no hard numbers, but Elin Anderson, 
living and researching in Burlington in the 1930s, estimated that 66 per-
cent of the city’s residents came from non-Yankee stock, although how 
she arrived at this figure is unclear. 

And what of Alderman Shea’s three-fifths claim for the Irish in 1900 
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that inspired this query? He said his information came from the census 
of 1900, but the census questionnaire of that year did not ask for a per-
son’s ancestry, only one’s place of birth and parents’ place of birth.  On 
the other hand, Shea could have followed Brian Walsh’s method and 
included in the count all those with Irish-sounding names. But even us-
ing that procedure the Irish American total—as Walsh found—would 
only have been 19 percent, a far cry from Shea’s 60 percent. One is left 
to conclude that Shea’s statement was nothing more than celebratory 
hyperbole. Though Shea got the numbers wrong, the mosaic of ethnic 
Burlington that we traced, Irish and beyond, confirms at least Shea’s 
impulse—something to celebrate.
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