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The Press and the Pulpit: Nativist Voices
in Burlington and Middlebury,
1853-1860

Antebellum nativist sentiments in
Burlington and Middlebury manifested
themselves in ways atypical of many
other New England towns.

By Luisa SPENCER FINBERG

he mass influx of Irish immigrants to America in the decades

immediately preceding the Civil War prompted a relatively short-

lived but severe political and social reaction throughout the
northeastern United States. Previous decades had exhibited sporadic anti-
Catholic hostility, but the arrival of hundreds of thousands of Irish
immigrants in American cities from 1848 through 1850 provoked a new
era of panic and antagonism. One significant manifestation of the nativist
movement was the American party— popularly known as the Know-
Nothings —that flourished between 1853 and 18535, threatening to over-
turn traditional party politics. Operating as a secret society, the Know-
Nothings pledged to preserve Protestant values, to thwart papal influence,
and to restrict immigration. !

The nativist response to Irish Catholic immigrants was rooted in and
fueled by evangelical Protestantism and political opportunism, but regional
and local factors often accounted for the degree of hostility demonstrated
toward Irish Catholics. In the Vermont towns of Middlebury and
Burlington, the nativist response was remarkably tame compared with
the tumult that occurred elsewhere in New England during the 1850s.
Nonetheless, each town perceived the arrival of Irish Catholics as a threat
to its traditions and its continued well-being. An examination of newspaper
accounts and of town and church records suggests that the different
reactions in Middlebury and Burlington to Irish immigrants can be
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explained by local economic conditions and by the influence of individual
political and religious personalities. The records also indicate that
Catholicismm rather than immigration, was the preponderant issue. 2

TH. JURLINGTON PRESS AND BISHOP DE (GOESBRIAND

While other towns maligned their immigrant populations through the
press, Burlington newspapers chose to say almost nothing about local
Catholics. By ignoring the important, even historic, personalities and
events of the town’s Catholic churches while at the same time exposing
what the editors saw as Romish schemes to take over the nation and the
world, the press perpetuated anti-Catholic sentiment without seriously
alienating the town’s much-needed immigrant labor force. Since Bur-
lington’s only hope for continued industrial growth lay with the immigrant
laborers, the town was forced to temper its response.

On October 31, 1853, the New York Daily Times carried a front-page
story describing the consecration of three Catholic bishops who would
soon oversee the new dioceses of Brooklyn, New York; Newark, New
Jersey; and Burlington, Vermont. It described the large crowds and the
procession from Mulberry Street to Saint Patrick’s Cathedral. It named
the important church dignitaries and described their function in the
elaborate pageant, and it included the full text of the sermon - running
almost two columns— given by the papal nuncio, Monsignor Gaetano
Bedini of Brazil.3

Affirming the importance of the event, the New York Daily Tribune
also gave lengthy coverage to the “imposing ceremonies.” It described
preparations for the event, where “the street about the Cathedral had been
spread with fine tan bark . . . to protect [the procession]} from being
disturbed with the noise of vehicles on the pavement while the services
were in pregress.” Further on, the piece described Monsignor Bedini
moving down the center aisle of the cathedral under a “crimson velvet
canopy, nearly six feet square [and] lined with changeable green silk.”4

The consecration of Vermont’s first bishop, Louis de Goesbriand, that
October in New York was neither a last-minute affair nor a well-kept
secret. Early in 1853, the First Plenary Council of Baltimore voted to
install a diocese headquartered in Burlington. In July de Goesbriand was
chosen to serve as bishop of Vermont. The consecration was scheduled
to coincide with Monsignor Bedini’s arrival in America, and local Catholic
officials received the news within a few days. However, no mention of
the appointment was made in the Burlington newspapers until almost six
weeks later.

In 1853 the Burlington newspapers included the Daily Free Press, the
Burlington Courier (a weekly), and the Burlington Weekly Sentinel.
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Only the Free Press chose to cover the story and then just briefly. The
September 5 edition noted that “the Pope, in his care of the world and
‘the rest of mankind,’” does not overlook Burlington it seems,” and it
identified de Goesbriand as the state’s bishop designate.é The Courier
and Sentinel ignored the story entirely, never reporting on the appoint-
ment, the consecration, or the bishop’s arrival in Burlington.

Free Press readers learned nothing more about de Goesbriand until
October 22, when the paper misinformed them that his consecration would
take place in New York the following day. The next Free Press account
appeared on November 5, a week after the consecration, and in a brief
paragraph the paper told of the price of admission to the ceremony (one
dollar) and included a short but choice excerpt from the oath that de
Goesbriand had taken: “Heretics, schismatics, and rebels to our said Lord,
or his foresaid successors, I will to my power prosecute and oppose.”’

Bishop de Goesbriand arrived in Burlington on November 6, and
according to one Catholic newspaper he was greeted at the railroad
station by a band, thousands of well-wishers who sang “Hail to the Chief,”
and a “ten pounder.”?® Inits “Religious Intelligence” column a week later,
the Free Press described the crowd as a “large procession with music”
and noted that the bishop had been installed the following Sunday “with
much ceremony,” but it did not mention de Goesbriand by name, nor
did it say that he had been installed in Saint Mary’s Church by Boston’s
well-known bishop, John Fitzpatrick, who had accompanied de
Goesbriand on the trip from New York.? Then the Free Press coverage
ended, and the paper made no further mention of de Goesbriand or the
Catholic parish until two years later.

The only other local press coverage of the events came in the Burlington
Courier on November 24, when the paper spoke out against the treat-
ment one “curious” observer had received when he had attended the
installation ceremony at Saint Mary’s Church on November 7. The editorial
did not explain the significance of the ceremony, nor did it mention de
Goesbriand or his status as Vermont’s first Catholic bishop.

In a letter to the Courier editor, 1. S. Allen wrote that out of curiosity
he had gone to see de Goesbriand’s installation. As he stood in the vestibule
the bishop entered the church, and when Allen did not show proper
deference by removing his hat, a man named McWilliams knocked it off
his head. Allen said that he picked up the hat, put it back on, and thereafter
he received “a violent blow on the head. . . . Four or five others took
hold of me and attempted to put me out the entry, but they did not
succeed. They tore my clothes and gave me some blows.” Allen closed
his letter with a question to the readership:
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Now I submit to the public whether such an outrage upon a peaceable
citizen, ought to pass unnoticed; and whether the community will
allow themselves to be insulted and abused whenever it may suit the
caprice of the Catholic Church. Perhaps it might do in places like
Montreal or Quebec, where the laws are executed according to
Catholic views, but I doubt much whether citizens of this Republic,
in this Nineteenth Century, will tamely submit to such treatment,
though they should refuse to uncover their heads to even a Catholic
Bishop. 10

Alongside Allen’s letter ran an editorial that opened with an explana-
tion of the Courier’s policy not to discuss religious topics. “We neither
commence, conduct or permit the discussion of any points or questions
strictly sectarian or merely ecclesiastical in this paper.” But, said the paper,
the substance of Allen’s complaint was political, not religious.

It may be said that Mr. Allen went to the Roman Catholic Church
from no good motive. Mr. A. was influenced by “curiosity.” But
suppose he went there from the worst motives. His actions are all
that any human tribunal can touch. And when he breaks the law
he will answer to the law. But he can never answer to any man or
set of men in their individual capacity. Nor can all the Churches and
Bishops in Christendom confer the right or power to remove a man’s
hat on American soil. 1!

Allen’s and the Courier’s hostility toward Catholicism was only thinly
veiled as “political” commentary. The church ceremony was a private
affair, and though Allen was entitled to stage his protest out on the street,
he had no civil right to do so in the church. The arguments defending
Allen’s right to wear his hat were only a pretext for exposing the
presumed arrogance of Romanism and the threat it posed to American
civil liberties. But this antagonism was mixed with fear, and the editorial
questioned “not whether we shall tolerate the Roman Catholics, but
whether they will tolerate us.”

Much of the anxiety about a Catholic takeover related to concerns over
the area’s growing immigrant population. In 1850 the total population
for Burlington-Colchester stood at 10,160, which included 3,850 (37.9
percent) Irish or French-Canadian immigrants. 2 Many of the French
Canadians emigrated from Quebec to the Burlington area to escape poor
crop production, overpopulation, low pay, and lack of industrial
opportunities. !* Irish immigrants, who poured into American ports in
the late 1840s as a result of the potato famine, came to Vermont as “pick
and shovel” workers for the state’s expanding railway network. !4

Although both immigrant groups were largely Catholic, they did not
function as a single, cohesive religious community. Since many of the
French Canadians spoke only French, they were unable to take an active
part in a church where the priest spoke only English. In 1851 the
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congregation divided. The French Canadians left Saint Mary’s Church
to establish the parish of Saint Joseph, but until the arrival of the
bilingual Bishop de Goesbriand in 1853, they were forced to rely on French-
speaking lay preachers. !5 This division in Burlington’s Catholic com-
munity probably helped to allay native fears about the growing Catholic
population. With the Catholics divided along cultural lines, they were
viewed as distinct and therefore as posing no collective threat.

While town residents often blamed the growing burden of public
assistance on immigrants and held them accountable for the town’s
intemperance problem, Burlington relied on its immigrants. Their presence
alone accounted for the town’s stable population (in the face of a statewide
decline), and they were the labor power that lay behind the town’s economic
resurgence. As a harbor town with rail links to other major eastern cities,
Burlington promised to become a major production and distribution
center for lumber and its derivative industries. Because there were few
native workers, the immigrant labor force became a critical element in
Burlington’s plans for continued prosperity.

When de Goesbriand arrived in 1853, native businessmen may have
feared that their easy access to labor power among Catholic immigrants
would be threatened: de Goesbriand was French by birth, but his
appearance in Burlington with Bishop Fitzpatrick signaled his acceptance
among Irish Catholics. The unification of Burlington Catholics under the
watchful eye of a new bishop may have sent a message to local businessmen
that things were about to change. Perhaps in an effort to thwart any
success that de Goesbriand might have, town newspapers stopped
reporting on local Catholic affairs.

Almost immediately after his arrival in Burlington, de Goesbriand took
steps to encourage the Catholic community to take care of its own. The
following spring he established Saint Joseph’s Orphanage, which by
September housed 148 children. By the next year the orphanage also served
as a parochial school and a home for the aged and infirm. 16

The bishop also struck out at Catholic intemperance. One visitor to
Burlington who heard de Goesbriand preach recalled that it was

amost eloquent sermon [to the effect that] . . . something more than
the Maine Law was required to keep the people sober. He had been
preaching against intemperance on the previous Sunday, and now
recapitulated. . . . He told them it was a vice that existed to a fearful
and lamentable extent, that he had warned them long and
remonstrated with them both publicly and privately, and if they still
persisted he would denounce them guilty by name in the church. [He

had recently denied one of the congregation] . . . the rites of
Christian burial [because he had become a victim of intemperance.] !’

It appears that de Goesbriand’s first acts were designed to placate






the diocese, the entire congregation was excommunicated. In June 1854
the Free Press ran excerpts from a Buffalo paper’s reaction to the affair.
“Ah, John, Bishop of Buffalo will find out, if he lives long, that the yoke
which galls the neck of Roman Catholic Laity in Europe is very much
weakened by the influence of an American atmosphere. It will grow weaker
from year to year,” the paper predicted, in spite of the efforts of the pope
and the Jesuits. The Free Press also carried the text of the Bishop’s
excommunication order. 20

During the years of silence on local Catholic issues, the Free Press also
frequently quoted from Vermont native and Catholic convert Orestes
Brownson’s Quarterly Review. Although many Catholics did not subscribe
to Brownson’s outspoken style, nativists frequently reprinted his essays
because the writings confirmed their worst suspicions of Romish schemes.
A typical Brownson quotation appeared in the Free Press in July 1854: “In
real well-being, in the refinements of life, in the culture of the soul, in
the higher civilization, or in true national and individual virtue and
happiness we are far below the lowest Catholic state.”2! In another piece
the Free Press reported that Brownson had refused to debate St. Louis
clergymen because, as he explained, his agreeing to do so would have
indicated that “catholicity and Protestantism in some sense stand on the
same level —a cession to heresy and error, and an indignity to truth, of
which, I trust in God, I shall never be guilty.”22 The paper neglected to
say that the group of clergymen numbered thirty and that their challenge
to Brownson was part of a national program to draw out and discredit
Catholic leaders. 23

Brownson presented an interesting dilemma to the Burlington press.
Given the newspapers’ proclivity for ignoring local Catholic personalities,
it seems probable that Brownson, as a native Vermonter who no doubt
embarrassed his Yankee compatriots, would have been ignored as well.
But instead, the local press aggressively pursued Brownson, making a
mockery of his life and philosophy. According to the Free Press,
Brownson’s fatal flaw was that he had “boxed the religious compass, has
belonged to every sect which claims the name of Christian, and is now
evidently nearly ripe for Boodism. It is high time that he should turn
pagan.”24

Brownson had, in fact, affiliated himself with a variety of religious
and political institutions before his conversion to Catholicism. Raised as
a Presbyterian, Brownson left that church in 1824 to become a Uni-
versalist. Two years later he was ordained as a Universalist minister, but
by 1830 he had withdrawn from that church as well because of his
“increasingly liberal” interpretations of the power of Scripture and the
“divinity of Christ.” For a time he followed the socialist movement and






.....................

Burlington public opinion on Catholicism, on the growth of the local
Catholic church, and on Bishop de Goesbriand must have been mixed
during this time. Local newspapers seemed to indicate that while a
fearful and aggressive attitude among residents predominated, there were
others who saw no gain in attacking the Catholic church. The virtual silence
of the press on local Catholic issues between late 1853 and the end of
1855 possibly also reflected community indecision on how the new bishop
would influence Burlington affairs.

Burlington residents knew that other New Englanders perceived the
Irish Catholic immigrant threat as cataclysmic, but they were also aware
that Burlington’s situation was different. While immigration had been
heavy at the beginning of the decade, it had not created competition for
jobs, and by 1860 the number of Irish Catholic immigrants had even
declined. ?” The absence from Burlington papers of jokes or cartoons
mocking “Paddy” and classifieds that excluded Catholics indicates that
local concerns about immigrants differed from those of other northern
cities.

Local press coverage of Catholic affairs outside Vermont mirrored the
biased reporting found in many other New England newspapers of the
time and affirmed that many Burlington natives disliked and feared
Catholics. But the conspicuous, calculated silence of the press on local
Catholic affairs revealed a greater fear: that the alienation or loss of the
immigrant labor force could turn back the tide of Burlington’s prosperity.

On December 8, 1855, the Free Press lifted its two-year ban. That day
the paper reported that “the ‘Festival of the Immaculate Conception’ was
celebrated today with imposing ceremonies in the Catholic Church.
Pontifical Mass was performed by the Rt. Rev. Bishop de Goesbriand. . . .
The Bishop is a good speaker. Rt. Rev. Bishop Rapp of Cleveland will
officiate at the Catholic Church tomorrow.”?8 Catholic coverage
remained scant during the next decade, but the paper had ended its
silence. 2°

The local press reaction indicates that numerous considerations
probably figured into Burlington’s moderate nativist response. Hysteria
generated elsewhere must have altered the way Burlington viewed its own
Catholic immigrant community, but local economic concerns probably
tempered that reaction. By maintaining silence in the newspapers, the
Protestant community was able to protest the arrival of an official Catholic
presence in Burlington without damaging its relationship with local
Catholic immigrant workers.

NATIVISM AND THE KNOW-NOTHINGS IN THE MIDDLEBURY PRESS

Press coverage in the Middlebury Register largely reflected the
changing opinions and political fortunes of its owner, Middlebury lawyer






in New York. Noting that they were primarily an anti-Catholic organi-
zation and that their members engaged in such ritualistic practices as
passwords and signs, the Middlebury editors condemned the group by
predicting that if the Know-Nothing party continued its rapid growth and
if “secret societies” like those were to “become the politic: = jowers in
America, [then] we may well tremble for our liberties.”3*

The first indication that the Register was assuming a new political
posture appeared in the issue of January 17, 1855. After profusely
praising the skills and intelligence of Massachusetts Know-Nothing
governor Henry Gardner, the article spelled out many of the proposed
state constitutional amendments that the governor supported. They
included banning the use of any language other than English and the
requirement of a twenty-one-year waiting period for naturalization. ¢

Two weeks later, and after identifying two other Vermont papers as
Know-Nothing organs, the Register applauded a recent editorial in the
Bennington Banner that sympathized with Know-Nothing fears of foreign
domination and papal control. Describing the Banner’s position as
“discriminating and sensible,” the Register eased into its new position,
without directly claiming any association with the Know-Nothings. 37

That same edition of the Register also included a letter, signed
“American,” that hailed a speech given by Episcopal bishop John Henry
Hopkins more than two months earlier, in which the bishop recom-
mended that Congress enact more stringent naturalization laws. The
letter stated that Hopkins supported a twenty-one-year waiting period
for a foreign-born resident to gain citizenship or suffrage. It also said
that Hopkins believed that Roman Catholics and other “infidels” should
be permanently denied voting rights if they refused to accept the Bible
“as the rule of duty to God and to government.” “American’s” letter quickly
moved from the subject of Hopkins’s speech into the fiery rhetoric
characteristic of Know-Nothingism:

Heathenism, with its varied forms of idolatry, in concert with
Atheism, Deism, Mormonism, and Romanism are coming in upon
us in every direction, threatening a mighty avalanche upon our green
growing institutions. How shall we escape the sweeping ruin? Already
have popery, infidelity and paganism formed an alliance and are
making common cause against the Bible, the magna charta of our
rights and the palladium of our liberties. While I would not literally
palsy the arm nor wither the tongue of the foe of liberty, I would
protect, if I could, myself and my country from his blighting touch
and envenomed tooth. 33

The letter functioned as an informal manifesto of the Know-Nothing
party, and it also contrived to link its sentiments with those of Bishop
Hopkins. While it is unclear who misrepresented the contents of the












that short-lived revivals achieved nothing more than temporary increases
in attendance. 55 At the annual Congregational Convention in 1854, the
convention secretary bemoaned the church’s inability to maintain its
ground in the “contest with ‘the rulers of darkness,’” noting that statewide
membership had fallen off by thirty-five hundred in the previous ten years.
Two years later he reported that the twenty-year decline numbered five
thousand. Churches often could not support their pastors, and by 1857
nine of the fourteen Congregational church pulpits in Addison County
were empty. ¢ At Saint Stephen’s Protestant Episcopal Church in
Middlebury, membership fluctuated wildly; in 1853 it stood at about three
hundred persons, but by 1859 the congregation numbered only 146.57
Contributions to Protestant church missionary funds had also dried
up, and church officials feared that they were woefully ill prepared to
“check the influence of the Papacy and various other evils.” 38 Episcopal
bishop Hopkins wrote to the state parishes in 1852 that even in the church’s
jubilee year of 1851, the missionary fund had received only $157.91 in
contributions. How, he asked, was the church expected to carry on its
fight against “the march of Romanism?”5°
All signs of revivalism and conversion received grateful acknowledgment
in the annual church records, particularly when the convert was a Catholic.
One bigoted Romanist, a young woman of mind, and of more than
ordinary culture for her nation, gives pleasing evidence of a saving
change. For weeks her resistance to the work of grace was marked
and violent. She had been solemnly pledged, by her father, before
leaving Ireland, that she would never abandon her religion. She had
been taught from her childhood that the Protestant Bible was from
hell, and that all Protestants were most dangerous heretics. Her
conflict was severe. She resorted to rites and ceremonies and writings
of her church, but they brought her no relief. She finally sent for
the Protestant minister, in great agony of spirit, saying she had been
a great sinner —had wished she could burn every Bible and destroy
all Protestants; and feeling she was lost. On being directed to the
great gospel remedy for sin, she threw herself into the arms of Christ
and wept. She found great peace in believing, and blesses God that
her footsteps were directed across the ocean to this land of pure
Christianity. $¢
Within the Protestant Episcopal church, the issue of conversion—in
this case loss of membership fo the Catholic church —had, since 1845,
been an ecclesiastical issue of both international dimension and one that
carried significant consequences for local Vermont parishes. The incident
that triggered the crisis was the 1844-1845 censure of several Oxford
University theologians who had agitated for the restoration of High
Church principles to the Church of England. Following their dismissal
from the university, several of the leading figures of the movement
joined the Catholic church. 6!
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