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Wayward Youths:
Raising Adolescents in Vermont,
1777-1815

Today Vermonters have largely for-
gotten the troubles that democracy
caused their forebears.

By RanporLpH RoTH

ermonters take great pride in their eighteenth-century revolu-

tions against Yorker tyranny and the British Empire, and well

they should. The society they created was more democratic than
any other society formed during the Age of Revolution. Vermonters
dedicated themselves wholeheartedly to the principles of freedom, equality,
and opportunity. They adopted suffrage for men of all races, no matter
how rich or how poor. They embraced religious toleration. They
abolished slavery, eschewed discriminatory racial laws, and granted both
men and women unprecedented rights to dissolve abusive marriages. They
fostered private enterprise and promoted literacy. Nowhere did more
families own their own shops and farms. Nowhere did more men and
women know how to read and write. And nowhere were citizens better
informed about political and social issues.!

Today, however, Vermonters have largely forgotten the troubles that
democracy caused their forebears. Most people (including many historians)
think of Vermont’s postrevolutionary era as a period of relative calm,
when Vermonters prospered amid the freedom and opportunity of New
England’s revolutionary frontier. Few people realize that Vermont’s strug-
gle for independence and statehood marked only the beginning of Ver-
mont’s revolution and that the state would remain in turmoil for another
half-century. Democracy, it seems, created as many problems as it solved.
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One of those problems was the difficulty pious, churchgoing parents
(who comprised the majority of parents in early Vermont) had control-
ling and disciplining adolescents in postrevolutionary Vermont. Of course,
devout New England parents had always had their share of difficulties
with young adults. But as Vermont’s revolution unfolded, young people
became more contrary and assertive. They got into serious mischief, ex-
perimenting with alcohol, tobacco, gambling, and sex. Young people also
had difficulties transforming youthful religious zeal into mature piety.
Vermont parents tried to deal with these problems straightforwardly,
doubling their efforts to supervise, discipline, and convert the young.
Despite exhortations to righteousness, however, they could not always
bring even penitent youths to give up their irreverent attitudes toward
certain sins. Nor could they moderate the intense outbursts of moral
fervor and religious conviction that occurred at intervals throughout the
period among young people. This was especially true if these outbursts
got out of hand, and the young converted before reaching moral
maturity or — what was worse —turned their perfervid enthusiasm against
adult church members, condemning them for inconsistent doctrines and
lack of piety.

Henry Stevens, a young Presbyterian farmer and innkeeper from Barnet,
demonstrated how reputable, churchgoing young people frustrated church-
going adults by at once repenting and delighting in their misbehavior.
Stevens began a diary in 1811 at age twenty. He expressed regret about
not going to meeting more often and lamented that he lived in a place
“inhabited by many young people and Devilish proud.” As he began to
confess his misdeeds, however, Stevens often forgot to be remorseful.
His accounts of “boyish courtships” turned into “some fine stories about
some Lyman [New Hampshire] ladies” with whom Henry and his friends
used to dally. Later in the diary a regretful account of youthful “scrapes”
was interrupted by the entry of July 4, 1812. On that day Stevens and
several young friends drank grog all morning, offering seventeen patriotic
toasts to their country “in less than an hour,” and marched to the town’s
Liberty Pole to offer seventeen more “in presence of a Large company.
Done well.”?

How could a youth like Stevens, who in later years would preside over
the Caledonia County Temperance Society, simultaneously lament and
delight in his misdeeds? That question confounded churchgoing adults
throughout Vermont. They knew that human nature allowed contrary
impulses to reside together in weak souls, but they were reluctant to
acknowledge that young people lived by two standards and felt the con-
tinual pull of two lives and two sets of values.

Like all but the most otherworldly of their friends and relatives, young



Vermonters dwelt in at least two overlapping but distinct spheres of social
life, one within their churches and one outside in the community at large.
Both spheres offered young people opportunities to meet with neighbors,
to flirt with and court the opposite sex, and to honor their neighborhoods,
communities, and country. Whereas one centered on the church, however,
on displaying moral and spiritual maturity, on striving for unity, on
observing Christian rituals and Christian holidays —in other words, on
realizing New England’s traditional communal ideals —the other sphere
centered on the tavern, on displaying physical strength and physical at-
tractions, on working with neighbors at raisings and bees, and on militia
training and the Fourth of July.

For men in particular, social life outside the churches revolved around
Vermont’s many taverns. There people could congregate casually, gossip,
exchange business information, play cards or quoits, while away incle-
ment weather, celebrate personal triumphs, and mull over failures. Of
course, churches offered some of these attractions, and churches were
the only places where most women could congregate outside their own
homes. But churches were not as numerous as taverns. Nor could
churches keep the hours, offer the comforts, gather the range of neighbors,
or provide the atmosphere of easy camaraderie that taverns could. Most
devout church members, not to speak of those who were not regular
churchgoers, probably spent more time in taverns than in churches.?

The sphere of social life outside the churches attracted more inhabitants,
including women, to festive gatherings near the taverns. Sporting events
were especially popular, even though they sanctioned ostensibly immoral
behavior. A wild title match for the wrestling championship of St.
Johnsbury, held by lantern light on a Saturday night, went on so late
that the referee set back his watch as midnight approached, so that no
one who stayed to see who won would “violate” the Sabbath. Horse
racing on St. Johnsbury’s main street was also popular; especially
memorable to residents of that town was “the superior equestrienneship
of Sally Tute . . . who leaping on a barebacked horse called for a glass
of stimulant and challenged any man of the crowd to overtake her.” These
contests drew admiring throngs who wanted to cheer for their
neighborhood champions and celebrate the physical strength, horseman-
ship, courage, and tenacity so admired on the farming frontier. 4

Most frequent of all social events in Vermont were the various raisings
and bees held to make light work of arduous physical tasks. At raisings,
neighbors would come together to construct the frame for a building.
The builder would purchase the building materials, send out the invita-
tions, and supply reinforcing beverages. Under the influence of those
beverages, workers often held contests to see who could perform the most



daring acrobatic feat. In 1804, Ziba Tute (Sally’s brother) assured himself
a place in history when he stood on his head on the ridge pole of the new
St. Johnsbury meetinghouse. 3

Bees gave Vermonters another chance to socialize. Quilting bees, spin-
ning bees, chopping bees, and goose-plucking bees brought neighbors
together, but apple-paring bees and corn-husking bees were the truly
popular events of the season, particularly among young people. Both sexes
were present at these gatherings, hard cider was plentiful, and “sparking”
was encouraged. At husking bees the young men were allowed to kiss
the young women whenever anyone came up with a red ear of corn.$

The major events of the year in Vermont, however, were the patriotic
holidays, the militia training days, and the Fourth of July. The militia
would turn out in full force on these occasions, and liquor flowed freely.
It was the custom for militia captains to “treat” their men from early
morning on to sustain their strength and enthusiasm. As a result, unfor-
tunately, accidental shootings were all too common. But intoxication
allowed the men to level all distinctions among themselves and to celebrate
their freedom as Americans. Getting drunk was a way for men to assert
that as Americans they were free to do as they pleased and did not have
to answer to anyone. According to historian William Rorabaugh, the urge
to level distinctions and celebrate being an American was one of the reasons
alcohol consumption rose to twice today’s per capita rate in Vermont and
in the nation at large in the years after the Revolution. Like patriotic songs
and martial fervor, alcohol drew neighbors together and reinforced their
sense of themselves as a defiant, liberated people.

Patriotic holidays served other purposes as well, particularly for the
younger participants. Young men took the opportunity to show they could
outdrink, outdrill, and outsloganize any patriot in Vermont. They took
pride in having “done well” before friends, neighbors, and, most especially,
the young women in the crowd.”

This sphere of Vermont life, and that which centered on the church,
were inhabited by much the same people. Most church members par-
ticipated in the social life outside their churches, and most people were
included to some degree in the circle of a church. The spheres were not
necessarily inimical to each other. Christians young and old felt it possi-
ble to be pious and at the same time patriotic, good-natured, and neighbor-
ly to those outside their churches. Still, the spheres were distinct, and poten-
tial for antagonism was great, particularly as hard drinking and patriotic
celebrations became more prevalent after the Revolution. In the church’s
circle, patriotism and good fellowship were not to be sought (and were
indeed censured) as ends in themselves. Conversely, in the community
sphere, where patriotism and good fellowship were valued as ends in
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themselves, rectitude and piety were admirable, but there was a point
beyond which quibbling over the morality of a national policy or a
neighbor’s actions became bad manners.

These spheres posed a perpetual problem for pious adults, whose mis-
sion “to be in but not of the world” required them to participate in the
social life outside their churches without becoming creatures of that life.
The burden of that problem rested most heavily, however, on young Ver-
monters who were of an age to be attracted by the worldly sphere and
who were all too ready to place camaraderie ahead of their duty to God.
The young also had to face temptation without having mastered the sub-
tle code that told adult church members when they had partaken enough
of revelry, when they had shown enough charity toward human frailty,
when they should chastise, when they should let matters pass.

Thus it was not strange that young people like Henry Stevens were
doomed to repeat what in more sober moods they knew to be sins. Recon-
ciling the demands of two worlds was a problem most young people were
not equipped to deal with. As both a tavern owner and a promising
Presbyterian, Stevens was forced to confront this problem head on, for
he lived in two worlds, amidst piety and promiscuity, and knew the at-
tractions of both.

Drinking and carousing among young people were not the only
problems that confronted Christians. Fervent evangelicals also faced
problems that had their source solely in the religious sphere —in particular,
premature conversions. It was natural for evangelical parents to tell their
children at an early age how Christ had died for their sins and how only
conversion —the evangelical experience of being “born again” in which
God fills the sinner’s soul with saving grace — could bring peace and salva-
tion. They meant to make children think seriously about God and to en-
courage them to consider and pray over their own souls. Such conversa-
tions produced the desired effect with surprising frequency. Children would
try to improve their behavior and would sit down with their friends and
play preacher to them — a common enough pastime before the games of
cowboys and Indians or cops and robbers came into being. But at times
young children were terrified. They hid during thunder and lightning
storms for fear of dying before receiving God’s grace. Some even made
mild attempts at mortification of the flesh. Joel Winch, a young Hartland
boy, recalled in his memoirs (written at the age of twenty-one) that he
thought “much about dying” after such a conversation with his father,
and would “git alone and cry.”$

Few parents knew what to make of children who were so desperately
concerned about their souls. Joel Winch’s parents, who were dedicated
evangelical Congregationalists, had no wish to discourage their twelve-
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The greatest [-~~blem for those who converted at a young age, however,
was the temptat.uia to cast off religion for a while and return to carefree,
reckless ways. A few truly rebelled, indulging in drunkenness or fornica-
tion; others sought release in flirtation, pranks, or vandalism. Upon his
return from journeying in the fall of 1800, Joel Winch fought with his
parents and fell headlong into sin. He stayed out nights, leaving his parents
to fear that he had compromised several young women in the neighbor-
hood. In fact he and his friends were trying to start a witchcraft scare.
They opened people’s doors, made “all manner of noises,” threw carts
down wells, and put hogs in cow pens and cows in hog pens. Joel
grew “more hardened in sin, more bald in Deviltry, more subtle in my
plans, more engaged to presew what I undertook. I was afraid of nothing
but Jestis.” The seriousness of what he was doing did not strike him until
he tried to seduce a young Baptist girl at a party and was repulsed. Her
righteous rejection of him made him realize that he had become an ally
of the Devil. In his own defense, he protested that he was not as bad as
some of his friends. He did not dance, swear, or play cards, for he knew
he “could not have the name of being religious” if he did so.!2

Joel’s behavior was typical of many young converts who backslid. They
behaved frivolously or wickedly, but were careful not to do anything that
would injure their churches. Their sins were committed in secret and were
usually minor, having to do with wasting time, gossiping, daydreaming
about parties and courting, or fishing when there was work to be done
(one young man confessed to catching 1,117 fish in two years). They suf-
fered remorse periodically and rededicated themselves to Christ for weeks
or even months, only to lapse again. Unable to live in two worlds at once,
they traversed the cycles of sin and salvation, !3

Even when young people turned to Christ for good, they often con-
founded their friends, relatives, and congregations with rigorous
searches for doctrinal truth and purity. They could do so privately, or
they could do so openly and aggressively. Unwilling to confront the leaders
of her church, or perhaps merely loath to make trouble, Lois Leverett
of Windsor decided secretly that predestination and infant damnation
were unscriptural foolishness. She also covertly rejected the evangelism
of her Congregationalist forbears. In religion, as in love, she would not
allow herself to be “smitten,” and she opined that Windsorites caught
up in the frenzy of a revival in 1810 were “almost crazy,” adding that
the revivalists “work too much upon the passior- of the people.” A
voracious reader, she thought deeply about religious 1ssues and had a clear
sense of her own sinfulness, but shrank from discussing religion with the
pious Mrs. Niles, whose submissive acceptance of the contradictions im-
plicit in faith made her uneasy. She relied strongly on intellect to resolve
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religious questions; after all, she wrote, “the design of religion was not
to bewilder, but enlighten our understandings and the plea of ignorance
will not avail us.” Not to exercise the intellect on any matter would result,
she felt, in a “relapse into feminine style.” 14

There were a great many young people in Vermont who not only re-
jected their parents’ faith but went so far as to leave their parents’
churches — particularly Congregationalist, Baptist, and Presbyterian
churches, which adhered to New England’s traditional ideals — over some
difference in scriptural interpretation or social style. Lois Leverett,
finding Windsor’s Old South Congregational church insufficiently
enlightened and genteel, joined the Episcopalians as an adult. Twenty-
year-old Elias Smith of South Woodstock, distressed at not finding the
Baptist doctrines he learned as a child supported by the Bible, demanded
that open discussion of complex theological questions be allowed in his
church. When his request was denied, he quit to found an egalitarian
denomination, later known as the Christian Church, that would allow
honest disagreements among sincere Christians. !5

Joel Winch likewise left his parents’ church, when he decided it lacked
the dignified, quiet, holy manner of Methodist prayer meetings. When
its council ordered him to “come out from among” the Methodists “and
be separate and tutch not the unclean thing,” Joel determined “to stand
fast in the liberty whare in Christ had made me free.” He asked embar-
rassing doctrinal questions in church meetings and rallied support for a
policy of granting letters to members wishing to join competing evangelical
churches. The minister pressed for Joel’s excommunication. He was hurt
by Joel’s charges that he was “prejudiced” and felt betrayed by the
righteous, unyielding insurgency of a youth he had sheltered and sup-
ported even in his darkest times. But the majority voted to give Joel his
letter. The outraged minister and his supporters withdrew to form a more
orthodox Congregational church. Joel later heard that the minister had
“told som of his friends about a Dream that he had one night (viz) that
he had a Snake that he had brought up in his bosom and it bit him but
his wife was friendly to it &c. This he called J. W.” The minister learned
what an intense, zealous youth could do to a ministry and a church. !¢

Backsliding and overzealousness presented enduring problems for
Christians and their communal ideals. In part, of course, the problem
was that young people were just that —young and immature. They had
few of the attachments of adulthood that provided a firm basis for social,
moral, and spiritual maturity: a spouse, a household, a shop or farm,
respectable friends, and a commitment to the community and its values.
It took time to acquire such connections and commitments. Young Ver-
monters remained half in and half out of the adult world at least until
their mid-twenties or early thirties.



After the Revolution, adult church members in Vermont deliberately
chose to let the young mature in their own good time. In a radical depar-
ture from the ways of their fathers, they decided not to subject the young
to anything more than gentle moral suasion. Moderate Calvinists
abandoned efforts to use church councils to discipline the young by the
1790s, the Woodstock Congregationalists in 1783 being the last to ex-
clude baptized nonmembers from the watch and care of the church. In
addition, evangelical churches no longer required that applicants for ad-
mission confess past sins, except when the sins had been committed so
recently as to place the sincerity of the person’s change of heart in doubt.
Only the Scottish Presbyterians in Barnet and Ryegate continued the prac-
tice of confessing sins beyond 1810, because they had brought it with them
from Scotland in the 1790s, and all but one of their churches would soon
stop. 17

Most important, evangelicals decided after the Revolution not to en-
courage or press for youthful conversions. The data on ages at conver-
sion for males show that even during revivals, the typical convert was
well into maturity in this period and far older than typical converts dur-
ing southern New England’s Great Awakening of the eighteenth century.
Eighty percent of new female members of Congregationalist and Baptist
churches were married by the time they entered the church. (The Scottish
Presbyterians in Barnet differed; among them the mean age at conver-
sion remained below thirty prior to 1815.)'® Church members did not
censure or disregard all youthful conversions, for they believed that God
elected souls when He pleased; still, they were wary of them. Several
churches had to vote down, as scripturally unsound, efforts to deny ad-
mission to converts solely on the basis of their youth. !°

The retreat spread as pious adults began grudgingly to tolerate a greater
range of excesses, particularly by young people, on public occasions. They
issued no audible protests against the continuation of the St. Johnsbury
wrestling match into the Sabbath. They refrained from condemning the
rowdiness among young people that accompanied the raising of that town’s
meetinghouse. Members of one church actually sided against their minister
in favor of several young converts who had “returned to their sports,
carousing, and dancing,” maintaining “that abstinence from mirthful
recreation could not be expected of those who were in the heat and vigor
of youth.”2? A new balance of power had been struck between adult
church members and their young and potential members.

There were now religious and political movements in Vermont that were
hostile to the traditional Calvinist faiths and communal ideals that most
adults embraced, and pious parents recognized that they could drive the
young into those movements if they pressed them too hard or if, on the
other hand, they failed to take them seriously. 2! That was precisely what
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