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Sight Unseen:
Tracking the Unexpected

I copied . . . personal records in
strange places and under strange
conditions. . . . It was one of the

biggest rewards of my years of pedaling
up to homes where I was just some
eccentric claiming to be researching
the obscure, largely forgotten copper
mines of Orange County.

By COLLAMER M. ABBOTT

o someone who is fascinated by history, the search for docu-

ments and artifacts is sometimes the most interesting—and

frustrating — part of the experience. When I started researching
the copper mines of Vermont as an amateur historian, I was merely cu-
rious and started tracking material with no rational plan, only the desire
to find answers to my questions and to solve some mysteries.

Not long into my journey, I found mention of an 1859 report on the
Ely mine in Vershire by a German engineer, W. Herman Rittler. This
was only six years after the Cornish superintendent Thomas Pollard started
to exploit the mine economically. Such an early study seemed basic. There
were references to it in material preserved by the descendants of Roswell
Farnham of Bradford, who had been governor of Vermont and lawyer
for the Vermont Copper Mining Company, which ran the Ely mine from
1853 to 1883. But a copy of the report was nowhere to be found. Many
years later, when I was exploring a cache of maps, geological reports,
laboratory analyses, and other documents of the Elizabeth mine at South
Strafford, which had closed in 1958, I came upon Rittler’s report loose
in a file cabinet of maps, somewhat dog-eared, but whole and with Farn-
ham'’s familiar signature on the cover. By what devious routes had it traveled
from Ely in 1859 to South Strafford in the 1940s?

Other material came to me in equally roundabout ways. After many



years of searching, shunpiking, strokes of good luck, and other people’s
generosity, I learned, for example, that Isaac Tyson, a pioneer at South
Strafford in the 1830s, had kept a journal. That was fairly easy. The fam-
ily had given it to the Vermont Historical Society in Montpelier, so I even-
tually obtained it on microfilm. But Tyson had also kept a memo book,
which was in the possession of a descendant, Rosa Tyson in Strafford,
who understandably did not want to let it out of her sight. How to get that?

At this time 1 was traveling by bicycle from White River Junction to
all my sources in Vershire, Strafford, Corinth, Thetford, Bradford, and
points between. I had a Rolleiflex camera that did yeoman service copy-
ing pictures and documents. Rosa Tyson, who ran the family home as
a guest house near the Elizabeth Mine, offered to put me up in an attic
room at a ridiculously low price and allowed me to copy the memo book
if I could. I planned a three-day trip, which would include a foray into
Vershire, and loaded my vehicle.

The little attic room was snug and comfortable, with a table and two
windows that gave me even lighting if I propped the memo book up and
used my jackknife to hold the pages open. Early one morning, with just
the right light, I set up my equipment and copied Isaac Tyson’s 1835-1852
memo book—all 268 pages of it—with priceless information scribbled
in his own hand about minerals and mines around the world: copper in
Cuba, lead in Spain, chromite in Maryland and Turkey, and copper and
iron in Vermont.

I copied other personal records in strange places and under strange
conditions. I tracked down a diary of a man who worked in the Ely Mine
in the very early days. When I rode into the descendant’s dooryard on
my bicycle, he didn’t know me from Adam, but he unquestioningly let
me take the diary away to copy. This happened to me more than once.
Such generosity and trust always amazed me. It was one of the biggest
rewards of my years of pedaling up to homes where I was just some ec-
centric claiming to be researching the obscure, largely forgotten copper
mines of Orange County.

I met a man in Corinth whose father had worked at Pike Hill and who
gave me a miner’s oil lamp, an object that looked like a one-cup teapot
with an elongated spout. Although at this time I had resolved not to col-
lect artifacts because I could not afford to buy them and could not trans-
port heavy objects on my bicycle, I accepted the gift of this rare lamp.
The desire, later necessity, to know what hand tools and other equip-
ment of the trade looked like led to other acquisitions and other adventures.

Of course I wasn't always lucky collecting artifacts. In West Fairlee

‘lived Fred Perkins, who had been a “bellboy” at the Ely Mine in 1900-1905,
when George Westinghouse engaged in his million-dollar experiments









Island in a magnificent mansion on the waterfront in the 1960s, I learned
during a three-day visit that the American Metal Company had financed
the work and had made maps and other studies of the site. Soon after,
with no real expectations, I sent a query to the giant American Metal
Company headquarters in New York City. Back came a reply from some
executive: “Yes, we have material, but it is stored deep in another build-
ing here in Manhattan. But I will have it looked up.” A package came.
I opened it and began unfolding brittle old blueprint maps. Then the worst
happened: they cracked on the folds. My heart sank. Never had I lost
or failed to return pictures I had carried away on my bicycle; now I had
ruined priceless records of the American Metal Company! I went ahead
and copied the documents, then returned them with an abject apology.
An answer came back from that unknown executive in one of the world’s
biggest mining companies: “It’s okay. This happens to old blueprints that
are stored in cellars and remote buildings. Don’t worry. Glad you found
something interesting.”

In Chelsea I met, with the help of a relative, a woman whose late hus-
band had had much to do with the mining properties as a lawyer. She
offered me some material that might help me, and she did so because
she had known my great-grandfather, the first Collamer in my family,
when he lived on a farm outside the village in 1912. Now, half a century
later, I arranged a trip to the woman’s house and took into my hands a
box of old pictures and other unique documents. I promised to return
everything as soon as possible. “Oh,” she said, “You don’t need to return
these things. You can have them.” I thanked her profusely, went away
more amazed than ever at what the name Collamer could do, and later
wrote her a letter to express for the ages my profound appreciation.



