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Fig. 2. Mean annual temperatures in eastern North America, 1740-1980.
Source: Appendix I.

ing as they made further progress towards building their agrarian world
and its complementary landscape. The biophysical range of possible corn
cultivation moved northward in Vermont almost as fast as settlers
themselves. The generally cooler temperatures of the late 1830s and early
1840s affected crop yields and forced Vermonters to adapt. Of course,
harvests have always fluctuated; such is the nature of agriculture. What
was important about these particular climatic changes was the shifting
social and economic context in which they occurred.
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Climatic changes acted in concert with these social and economic forces
to render wheat production an increasingly marginal affair in Vermont.
The late 1830s in particular were poor years for English grains in Ver-
mont (Fig. 4). In Quebec, where farmers relied even more heavily on wheat,
famine threatened more than once.4! Some years, like 1828, were too
wet, encouraging the growth of rust and making the harvest difficult.
Others, like 1838, were too warm, aiding the ravages of the grain
weevil.42 Some years were good, of course, but in a new calculus of
dollars, cents, and opportunity cost, the returns from wheat seemed less
and less attractive. Vermonters tried to adapt, studying these pests, sow-
ing so as to avoid the fly, soaking their seed in lye or plaster, even trying
new seed varieties, but more than one New Englander considered com-
petition with the fertile west in grain production a “suicidal policy.”4? By
1847, Edward Jones and his neighbors around Richmond, Vermont, were
planting “very little” wheat or rye. In Vermont and New England more
generally, these crops would “no longer procure a price equal to the
labor.”44

Vermont’s farmers also planted barley, always a minor grain crop in
the state, and oats, which steadily became the most important of the small
grains. In 1839, Green Mountain farmers produced 2,222,387 bushels of
oats; in the drought year of 1859, they harvested 3,630,267
bushels. 45 They found oats to be more resistant than wheat to insects
and rust, but Vermonters were more attracted to it as feed for sheep and
cattle.46 Animal products— chiefly wool, butter, and cheese, but also meat
on the hoof —were quickly becoming the staples of a new commercial
agriculture in the state. The switch to oats to feed this growing industry
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Fig. 4. Vermont small grain harvest quality index, 1820-1849.
Source: Appendix II.








































































