Natural and Human History Guidebook

A. Statement of Purpose, Self-imposed Limitations and 

1. The writing should bring historical events to the living in an immediate sense. The reader should be drawn to historical (and pre-historical) events and the lives of typical residents as well as noted historical actors with as much of the “otherness” as possible removed. 

                         Examples:

· The reader should be given a ride on the tectonic shifts, glacier 

flows, and geological formations. Then we should take pains to

direct the reader to those places in our region that bear the signs

of those geological events. 

Reference:

Dietrich, William. Northwest Passage. “The Sculpted River.” (Ch. 5).

· The built environment is as much a fossilized product of the lives of those 

who lived in this region, as are the geological remnants. To tell the tale of 

native peoples’ settlements (or nomadic lives) should not just involve directing them to museums but also draw upon the archeological explorations and anthropological studies that provide a scholarly interpretation of their lives and struggles. Sensitivity to this issue requires that we make use of surviving oral history (i.e., native peoples’ interpretation of their own lives) with substantial emphasis. We should be aware that most of what we know about Indian tribal life has been filtered through a Euro-centric and Contemporary-American lens.   

· The built environment of the succeeding European settlers is also critical to 

understanding the character of their lives. Many examples of the architecture of the eighteenth century still exist in the villages and towns of the region. In some cases, many houses, office buildings and factories are frozen in time and should be examined closely to reveal the social and economic lives of those who inhabited them. Both the structure of the dwellings and the likely artifacts within (tables, chairs, cookware) should be given social and economic meaning in terms of where its inhabitants fit into the structure of the community. 
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B. The themes of the Champlain Byways grant:

1. Interpretive Themes

       Pre-European Influence

       European Exploration, Settlement & Military Conflict

       Industrial & Commercial Development

       Recreation, Tourism & the Environmental Movement   

2. The main thrust of the CB program is to promote tourism; the national byways program – an integral part of the CB efforts – has the purpose to “identify, designate, and promote scenic byways and to protect and enhance the archeological, cultural, historic, natural, recreational, and scenic qualities of the areas through which these byways pass.”

3. We can work within these guidelines and produce a work that is honest and a lively historical read.

C. Important Components of the Project

         Research

         Materials acquisition

         Photography

         Writing

          Editing

          Printing (to be funded elsewhere to preserve right to sell.    

              Suggest pre-selling some number to raise funds for printing.)

Book Outline

                              The Birth of the Land

What tourists see when they drive, hike, bicycle, ski or canoe in our area can only be appreciated and understood by describing the dramatic geological and hydrological events that created it. The topography, soil, water, climate, wildlife and vegetation all followed from that drama. We must not only tell what took place during the three mountain-building events (Glenville Orogeny, Taconic Orogeny, and Acadian Orogeny), making every effort to localize it to our focal region, but we must point out where in the current landscape visible evidence exists of their impact. The region’s upper reaches straddle the crease between the Champlain Lowlands and the Taconic Mountains; its eastern border marks the crease between the Taconics and the Valley of Vermont; its lower boundary is close to the upper end of the Hudson River Valley and its western border is within easy distance of the Adirondacks. The hope is that some dramatic examples that explain the topography can be given protected status and made available for the education of our children and the visiting public. We will highlight existing archeological and geological studies by scholars from our regional schools and colleges (i.e., there is more to be known). These are of interest to the public and of inspiration to our children. History is not dead. It’s waiting to be discovered. 

· Mastodons and wooly mammoths roamed the area with the earliest Paleolithic inhabitants of the region as the last glacier receded north across the tundra. Evidence of whales, caribou and elk among other species describes a climate and ecology that existed about 16,000 years ago when the Wisconsin glaciation occurred. During that time the slate-lakes region shared the waters of Lake Vermont with what is now the Champlain Valley.

· The slate-lakes region straddling the border currently shares an ecological designation called the Hudson Valley Section, which comprises a common “combination of geomorphology, bedrock, soils, potential natural vegetation, animals, climate, surface water, and disturbance regimes…” (Johnson 38). In addition, it shares a “transitional hardwood” forest classification with the St Lawrence and Champlain Valley Section. The book will describe these aspects of the local ecology as well as the unique character of the local bogs and wetlands, which still contain evidence of pollen shed thousands of years ago that indicate the area had a milder climate. 
· Emphasis will be placed on the unique character of this region, which “lies at the intersection of three ecoregions: Lower New England, Northern Appalachian, and St. Lawrence/Lake Champlain (Crawford, 2001).” Crawford claims that the remarkably intact ecology of the Southern Lake Champlain Valley is “Vermont’s most biologically rich area…[where]…a total of 50 state-rare species thrive.” The Poultney River drains an area of 286 square acres before draining into Lake Champlain. A significant explanation for the species- rich character of the area is the absence of large-scale farming, industrial development and population agglomeration. Ironically, the presence of the slate industry and the topography of closely spaced hills and narrow valleys without the open vistas of the Champlain Valley may have impeded other forms of resource exploitation.  
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                                Humans Encounter the Land

Once the geology, the climate, and the topography have been described and the reader made aware of sites where vivid illustrations of the earliest geological events can be seen the book will turn toward the process of gradual human habitation. 

· The earliest indigenous tribes lived lightly on the land. Artifacts, hunting and gathering traditions, and the creation stories that have come down to us will be discussed. Although very few artifacts are housed in local historical societies, we will research early written records that provide descriptions of the lives of these people in the slate-lakes region. The corner character of this region gave it as much of a unique place in the period of indigenous communities as in the later European settlement and into the contemporary period. To the south, the Upper Hudson River Valley was home to a tribe known as the Mahican, while the Abenaki were to the north and the Iroquois were to the northwest. Evidence of how they interacted may be found in this region. Much can be learned from how these indigenous communities lived in this harsh environment. Their presence is perhaps not without contemporary relevance as Chief Seattle remarked: “When the last Red Man shall have perished, and the memory of my tribe shall have become a myth among the White Men, these shores will swarm with the invisible dead of my tribe, and when your children’s children think themselves alone in the field, the store, the shop, upon the highway, or in the silence of the pathless woods, they will not be alone (Berry, 104).”

· As befits the crossroads character of the land and the indigenous peoples who were familiar with this region, the Southern Lake Champlain Valley was likely affected equally by the entry in 1609 of Henry Hudson’s Half Moon and Samuel de Champlain’s ship into the waters that respectively bear their names. The land and people of the regions immediately adjacent to the Hudson River and Lake Champlain were to be forever changed. What Berry writes of the arrival of the Half Moon can just as well be said of Champlain’s arrival:

“It was a poignant moment then, when the sails from the east appeared over the horizon, for never again would the region have quite the mysterious brooding of the natural world in its pre-European phase, or that special mode of human presence to the natural world as was given by the indigenous peoples of this continent. When the sails appeared, the entire continent might have shuddered (Berry, 105).”

· Although there is some question as to whether the Abenaki, Iroquois or Mahican peoples settled in this area, it was undoubtedly a hunting ground and a short-term habitat during the season. (A local Poultney historian [Charles Parker as related to me by Paul Boyce, East Poultney Historical Society archivist living in Schenectady, N.Y. – 8.16.03] tells of an Abenaki man and his wife and family living in a lodge on the hills off Hampshire Hollow Road in Poultney in the late nineteenth century.) Some discussion will be made of the settlements in other parts of Vermont, the conflict between the Iroquois and the Abenaki and the manipulation of both indigenous peoples by the French and English (next section). 
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Conspiracy, Betrayal and Conquest: Europeans Enter the Drama 1609-1761

The period of upheaval that followed the entry of European explorers and settlers continued through to 1761 before this territory saw the first towns established. As Ulrich (2002) argues, the Indians had to be removed to allow for the extensive agrarian pattern of settlement that typified European land use methods. 

· All the towns in the focal region were primarily founded between 1760 and 1780 after the French were defeated. Beginning in the 1760s, Governor Wentworth of New Hampshire began granting lands within what was then the New Hampshire Territory. Even by the late 1750s maps of what is now Vermont were absent of much detail about areas west of the Connecticut River Valley -- Europeans not having explored in the region. On the New York side, Albany, Fort Edward, Fort Henry and encampments at Skenesborough (Whitehall), Crown Point and Ticonderoga had already been established. Clearly, the waterways were the first means by which Europeans entered the region and (with the exception of the Dutch who soon turned their settlements over to trading enterprises) they did so only as military forces with long supply lines rather than permanent settlements.

· Small pox, internecine warfare (often at the instigation of the British and French) and raids on the more powerful European military forces decimated the indigenous peoples during the century and a half following the arrival of Champlain and Hudson. Although no significant conflicts apparently occurred within our region of study there were battles nearby. What brought either Europeans or indigenous people to the region during this period was probably the fish and game rather than for purposes of settlement or conflict. As early as 1622 (Fort Orange at what is now Albany) and 1636 (Springfield, Massachusetts) settlements were founded and undoubtedly hunting and exploring parties had ventured north during the ensuing 140 years or so. Documents from these towns and archeological studies will be researched to determine when and how frequently Europeans had crossed through this area. The only comprehensive history of a town to the modern era in our region is of Poultney published in 1875. Other written works are principally those of particular events or periods (for example, documenting the founding of the town).

· The most significant event in the Lower Champlain region (within our focal area) with respect to military affairs during this period was the establishment of the Whitehall shipbuilding tradition. The founding of the town (originally Skenesborough) and the beginning of this tradition will be carefully researched. 

· As in each epoch, efforts will be made to closely describe the material condition of people’s lives. As best as can be done we will discuss what they wore, what they ate, what possessions they owned, their dwellings, how they traveled and how they managed their economic and social lives.

· The political character of this border territory begins during this period with the afore-mentioned relationship among the native peoples (Iroquois and Algonquin); between the entering militarized Europeans and the natives; and among the Europeans (the British, French and Dutch) (Faulkner, 46). Rather than broadly discuss the wars, treaties and alliances that occurred during this period, the book will focus on the nature of cross-border relationships. We will explore the cultural and political character of people living in the region and whether or not there was a nascent consciousness of being a Vermonter or New Yorker. The context in which this is explored will be the incidents and everyday events in the lives of individuals: cross-border raids, discussions at town meetings, design of towns, border disputes (surveys, property claims) etc. Some have argued that Ethan and Ira Allen’s aggressive land acquisitions despite the contested nature of land rights presaged the celebrated sense of independence among Vermonters. Faulkner has claimed that the large landed estates favored by the Dutch West India Company (e.g., Van Rensselaer) and the French gave a semi-feudal character to these forms of occupation. At least until 1664, when Great Britain swept the Dutch West India Company’s control from the region, the New York side of the border was characterized by a kind of despotism wherein representative government was completely absent. How did this affect or not the public view of the rights of private property owners versus the rights of the community in decision-making? 
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Town Formation, Settlement Patterns and Agrarian Struggles: The Land to those who worked it 1761 – 1840

This was the era when flowing water was king. Towns formed along riverbanks for the drinking water, to establish mills, fish, transport goods and people and, as it turns out, dump refuse, over-farm, over-log and erode the topsoil. Interestingly, towns in this region grew to about one-third of their current population during this period. Not many structures still stand from this era but almost every town has at least one building that dates back to the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century. Most of the roads that these towns still use were built during this time – even if only paths at first. Many of the present land parcels still retain their original configurations. By the end of this period, native peoples were reduced to small bands of itinerant poor or became invisible altogether. The original European settlers formed tight communities with strict laws based on fundamental religious beliefs. They had little sympathy for the native peoples who had no concept of property ownership, a settled agrarian existence or wage labor. 

Almost no evidence exists within any of the towns in our region (outside of museums) that native peoples were ever present.  

· Clearly, the differing land grant methods distinguished the process of town formation between that controlled under the New Hampshire Grants and that which occurred under New York control. The New Hampshire Grants, much like that in the rest of New England, were formed under a group plan. The original Proprietors were granted 36 square miles. Faulkner and Zinn describe these contrasted processes of land tenure:

       “From the center of the town, where the meetinghouse stood, a wide street was laid out, and along it house lots with perhaps six acres of garden land were assigned. Eventually the rest of the land was distributed, each settler receiving a share in the upland, meadow land, and marsh land, and rights in the commons …[Whereas in] the Hudson Valley…the patroon system of large landed proprietors was started by the Dutch and continued by the English…(Faulkner 65-66).”

      “New York in the colonial period was a feudal kingdom. The Dutch had set up a patroonship system along the Hudson River, with enormous landed estates, where the barons controlled completely the lives of their tenants…Under Governor Benjamin Fletcher, three-fourths of the land in New York was granted to about thirty people (Zinn 48).”

            It will be important to determine if these settlement configurations can still be discerned by looking at town plans in the present day. The book will offer an opportunity to discuss how these original town layouts may have affected the political and social life of community members. The book, Pattern Language (1977), an important work in understanding the sensibility that comes from structure, will be useful in interpreting meaning from what we know of these original town parcels. 

· Town maps, illustrations of barns, farmhouses, stores and public structures will be presented and discussed. Surviving examples of architecture from the era will be photographed, architectural detail will be analyzed and the contents of typical households will be determined. 

· This period was characterized by the almost complete loss of first-growth timber as farmers cleared the land beyond the need for housing, furniture, fencing or farm implements – much of it being burned to rid the land of it. By the end of the period more than 75 percent of the forests had been cleared, Vermont’s population had jumped from 300 in 1763 to 85,000 in 1791 and then to 218,000 in 1810 (almost 40 percent of its current population). Since the logs could not be shipped out of this region easily, it is likely that no serious logging operations began during this time. Johnson argues that most of the logging took place in the Connecticut River valley in Vermont. It remains to be seen if prior to the Champlain canal much commercial logging took place on the New York side. Trapping of bear, beaver, lynx, and martens to feed the European market continued when the white settlers began to dominate the area. This resource was being rapidly depleted as well (Johnson 49-52).   

· As before, the material condition of people’s lives will be explored using available resources both primary and secondary. The purpose will be to characterize the everyday lives of ordinary citizens as well as the structure of society during this time period. Photographs of extant household items, clothing, tools, farm implements, carriages and the like will be made and discussion of their origin (locally made or imported) will be undertaken. Implications for the standard of living will be explored. Surviving letters or documents that depict people’s lives and concerns will be researched. What books they owned will be used to surmise what their views may have been on life and society.  For example, how did the Seven Year’s War (French and Indian), the some eighteen rebellions (starting with Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia in 1860) against colonial rule, the Stamp Act of 1865, the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812 affect our region? How were they discussed in public meetings, in correspondence and in surviving documents (no local papers were started until the early 1820s that we know of)? Who were the Tories and how were they treated – evidence in other places is that many were stripped of their lands and driven from town? Did that happen here?

· The conflicts that did have great impact on the border region were the rebellions that led to the carving of Vermont out of New York and the New Hampshire territory. As was true of many of the other rebellions, the leaders viewed themselves as forces of the people. Zinn argues that Ethan Allen portrayed those for whom he was fighting…

“As a poor people … fatigued in settling a wilderness country,” and their opponents as “a number of attorneys and other gentlemen, with all their tackle of ornaments, and compliments, and French finesse (Zinn 63).”

· Evidence of the financing of town organizations (perhaps primarily for defense or the keeping of the commons) will be briefly discussed. The differences and similarities between the form of such organizational matters on the New York and the Vermont side will be explored.

· In many of our towns, small manufacturing, distilleries, iron and copper smelting began to appear alongside of the grist and corn mills. With these developments, new classes of workers, traveling merchants and a business class were likely created.  How this affected society and how it affected the land will be explored. Photographs of existing evidence of their presence and old drawings will be used. Perhaps illustrations of where they were located will be depicted on a map (many alongside the Poultney, Mettowee, Indian and other rivers in the area). 

· Finally, mention will be made of the end of this period when canals were in operation and access to markets in the rest of the country and the world were possible. Did this border region benefit by this access or did it continue to be a backwater economy and society? 
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The Epoch of Slate, Railroads and New Immigrants:  1840 – 1920

As perhaps never before, the communities on both sides of the border from Whitehall to Salem and from Fair Haven to Pawlet became connected by the coming of the railroad and the beginning of slate quarrying in the region. Ownership and control of both these significant sources of growth criss-crossed the border and there were fewer and fewer reasons for one side being pitted against the other. With the coming of a new group of immigrants, attracted by the prospects of work in the slate industry, there were increased class divisions that often played out in labor conflicts and social tension. The Civil War also did not discriminate regarding one’s state of residence. Significant losses occurred of the young people who fought in the war regardless of whether they were New Yorkers or Vermonters. Forests began to grow back as the wheat farming that had dominated agriculture for many years fell victim to the very canal era that benefited other businesses. Massive exodus of farmers to the Midwest also occurred during this period. Small manufacturing blossomed along the rivers and elsewhere as products as diverse as Melodions, slate roofing, machine tools, ships, furniture (i.e., finding other uses for wood), soap and charcoal, among other products were made in this region (some inventions of startling genius can be found in the Melodion factory in Poultney). Skene and the shipbuilding era in Whitehall will be discussed – photographs and illustrations included.   

Transportation

The waterways (canals, rivers, streams), paths, roads and railroads were central to connecting the lives and work of people in communities separated by some distance. Questions to be answered by researchers:

· What impact did the development of transportation – even the worn paths of indigenous tribes – have on people’s lives? For example, the reduced travel time allowed people to widen their number of acquaintances, do business across greater distances and enjoy a higher standard of living. As well, the increased degree of connection with urban centers brought greater numbers of visitors, creating the recreation and vacation industries. What are some examples that illustrate these phenomena?

· What impact did the development of transportation have on the land? For example, by connecting the region with distant markets much of the forests, minerals and soils were depleted creating vast wealth and effecting changes in industry, agriculture, population density and wildlife for a hundred years. 

· The paths by which transportation flowed affected communities as well. People were displaced. The central place in a community often shifted (e.g., East Poultney lost its central place when the railroad was built through the western end of the village). Did similar stories play out in other communities in the region?

· Exploration of old roads, bridges and paths, since obliterated, will be undertaken. Photographs of covered bridges and discussion of the efforts to construct them will be included.

· Photographs of the railroad depots, discussion of the Rails to Trails program and surviving photographs of the trolley cars used in various of the towns will be used.
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Slate

By focusing on the extraction of slate and the production of slate products we tell the unique story of the geology and the stories of every community within our region (The exceptions being Whitehall and Salem N.Y.). 

· The economic and social character of a society (and the course of its future development) is often determined by what takes place during the period of its greatest growth. That is when the built environment is substantially established; that is when migration to the area is greatest and the composition of the inhabitants is determined for many years to come; and that is when the social and income structures of a community are set. For the 30-mile border region of the lower Champlain Basin Watershed, the period from 1840 to 1930 was critical for the development of its social, economic and built environments. Slate was the lynchpin that defined this period of the region’s history. 

· The impact of the slate industry is seen on the roofs, the walls, the floors, the kitchen tables, the cemeteries, the art, as well as the health of the land and its inhabitants. It is perhaps the single most pervasive human influence defining the character of this region. That is why it deserves a central place in the written history of the area and its communities. 

· Photographs of the quarries, the mills, slate roofs, other slate products, and the workers will be included. 
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A New Consciousness of Ecology and Community Emerges: 1920 to the Present

Although we cannot rule out the impact of social and economic forces (the Depression, out-migration, decimated forests, depleted soils, eroded river banks, the back to the land movement etc), people on both sides of the border began to place a greater importance on a conservation ethic. This, an emerging interest in the history of our towns, and the complementary impact on the tourism industry (some exception perhaps extended to the ski industry) has given the region a new energy that is still mobilizing community groups throughout the area. 

· As always, attention will be paid to how ordinary people lived their lives. Some sense of the homogenization of the material lives of rural and urban communities will be discussed. Brief mention will be made of the development of modern forms of telecommunication bringing styles, political views and attitudes of those whom Vermonters refer to as flatlanders. 

· The advent of the second homeowner creates another source of revenue while it privatizes the shorelines of our lakes and rivers. Discussion will be undertaken in interviews, researching the regulatory movement (especially Act 250 and development laws in New York) and surveying the attitudes of old and new Vermonters.  

· We begin to see the decline of dairy farming, the rise of specialty agriculture, community supported agriculture and land conservation programs. Photographs and interviews will be included that focus on these phenomena. For example, an interview with a farmer who has quit farming after six or seven generations in agriculture, an interview with someone who has started a new kind of intentional community with another approach to farming or someone pursuing a CSI project and an interview with a member of the Nature Conservancy and/or the Mettowee Valley Conservation District will be conducted. 

· The rise of the conservation ethic will focus on leaders of the movement who once lived here or still do: George Perkins Marsh, Gifford Pinchot, John Elder, Bill McKibbon and (nearby in Massachusetts) Henry David Thoreau – since Horace Greeley was Thoreau’s unofficial biographer we feel justified in including him. On the New York side, the Adirondacks and their preservation has affected the views of all New Yorkers as well as those in this region. The effort at cleaning up Lake Champlain, celebrating its history, searching for sunken ships and addressing issues of the Lower Champlain Valley, including the Poultney Watershed and the so-called “drowned lakes” – a term that goes back to the late 1750s and refers to areas around what is now Whitehall -- will be a focus of this 

       section. 
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The last section of the book will highlight the tourist assets in the region. The natural vistas, museums, trails, historic places and history tours, information about fish and wildlife sites and how to contact tourist bureaus including addresses and websites. It will be similar to the “If you go” feature that the New York Times runs in their travel section. We may include a brief discussion of suggested tours and events that one could include in a day trip. Maps and possibly GIS produced overlays will be included to orient the tourist, the history buff and the student.
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