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HISTORICAL SUMMARY OF VERMONT AGRICULTURE

The history of agriculture in Vermont is one of almost
constant change and readjustment. While flux is character-
istic of farming due to its dependence upon the ever-changing
forces of weather and the economy, Vermont's experience has
proven particularly dramatic. The "resourceful" Vermont
farmer armed with his legendary "ingenuity" is perhaps more a
product of circumstance than of any inherent characteristics.

During the first half of the 19th century, problems such as
limited market access, soil depletion, together with periodic
bouts of catastrophic weather and insect blight, created
major obstacles to achieving any kind of agricultural
continuity in Vermont. 1In addition to difficulties arising
from changing national econcmic policy, problems stemming
from competition with other regions, particularly the West,
plagued Vermont agriculture throughout much of its long,
uneven history. As soon as the westward migration got
underway during the 1810s and '20s, the cheaper, more
fertile, and seemingly endless frontier drew a significant
portion of Vermont's young, able~bodied men and women away
from their hill farms to the wide open spaces of the West.
Settlement of the West also succeeded in diverting Vermont's
markets by producing far greater quantities of products such
as wheat, and later wool, at less expense to both the farmer
and the consumer. Consequently, those who remained on the
farm were, time and again, forced to abandon one agricultural
operation in the hope of finding alternative farming
activities not subject to out-of-state competition. During
the course of the 19th and early 20th centuries Vermont's
leading agricultural exports shifted from wheat to wool to
dairy products, with subsidiary operations in stock breeding,
orchard farming, maple sugaring, lumbering and a variety of
other small scale activities.

The earliest years of settlément were in some ways the most
stable ones for the Vermont farmer. Although trade took
place as soon as settlers had access to a market, the vast
majority of the settlers' needs such as focd and clothing
wvere provided for «n the farm during the late 18th and early
19th centuries. The products scld for export were generally
a farmer's surplus and included a variety of Jgoods such as
apples, butter, cheess, maple sugar, turkeys, and beef
cattle, in addition to wheat and potash which were the

— leading exportes from Vermont farms during this early pericd.
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Large-scale potash exports lasted only as long as the land
was being cleared, and large-scale wheat raising was on its
way out by the 1820s due to declining yields and growing
competiticn from the newly settled lands of western New York
and Ohic which were made accessible by the opening of the
Champlain and Erie canals in the 1820s.

Yet as early as the 1810s a new kind of farming was beginning
to develop: it was one that would not only thrust Vermont
into a position of naticnal and international prominence in
the years to come, but it was also the first agricultural
operation in Vermont that was distinctly commercial.
Vermont's commercial wocl growing era began when a flock of
prize Merino sheep, imported from Spain, were brought to
Vermont by William Jarvis in 1811. By the 1830s, with the
combined stimuli of the 1824 tariff on imported woolens, the
rise of the wool processing industry, and the opening of the
Champlain Canal in 1823, Vermont found itself riding the
crest of a large and lucrative agricultural wave. However,
this too was short-lived as, by the 18405, western
competitors had once again captured the market, this time
with wool. While some Vermont farmers turned their attention
to the breeding of sheep for stock, many others diversified
their operations, often experimenting with new activities
alongside the old. Of all these activities dairying emerged
as the most significant.

Although dairying had always had an important place on the
Vermont farm it was not until the second half of the 19th
century that it was able to develop into a large-scale
.commercial operation. The growing demand for dairy products
in the sprawling urban centers of southern New England,
together with the comlng of the railroad and the invention of
the iced butter car in 1854 which opened those markets to
Verment farmers, provided the necessary basis for the rise of
the dairy industry in Vermont. Cheese was the first dairy
product toc be produced on a large commercial scale and
Vermont was one of the leading cheese producing states by the
1860s. While the railroad brought western cheese into the
eastern market, it also facilitated the long-range transport
of more perlshable dairy products such as butter and, later,
fluid milk. Butter began to replace cheese as the leadlng
commercial dairy product as early as 1870, and by 1900 Ver-
mont was the leading butter producer in the country. Though
competition interfered with Vermont's butter market as well,
lmproved transpor*atlon methods during the 1910s allowed Ver-
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which there was no immediate competitive threat.

While the dairy industry brought with it the gradual rise of
specialized, or intensive farming, a trend that was encour-
aged by the preoliferating agricultural organizations of the
latter half of the 1800s, many farmers experimented with a
variety of agricultural cperations such as orchard farming,
stock breeding, poultry raising, mink and fox farming,
potato, hops and tobacco growing. Though some of these oper-
ations, such as stock breeding and orchard farming, took
place on specialized farms and attained a status of relative
significance in Vermont agriculture as a whole, most of these
activities constituted only a part of a series of diversified
operations as any one operation was generally unable to
succeed on its own. More recently, as the dairy industry in
Vermont has come to reside in the hands of fewer and fewer
farmers, while many former dairy farmers have left farming
altogether, others have chosen to diversify, raising a few
specialty crops for a very specific market. -

The relatively short-lived, or fluctuating nature of sc many
of Vermont's agricultural activities has rendered historic
agricultural buildings and sites particularly vulnerable as
it has necessitated the continual transformation of the land-
scape. With each transition from one activity to another,
buildings associated with the old operations are torn down,
moved off their site, or remodeled to suit the new, or
sometimes simply abandoned and allowed to decay. The only
constant has been the presence of agriculture itself,
although in a variety of forms. But that, too, is changing
as competition from other states, along with recent develop-
ment pressures and escalating land values and operating costs
are forcing growing numbers of farmers to sell out. Recog-
nizing Vermont's agricultural resources, and having some
understanding of their historical and continuing significance
in both the development and fundamental character of the
state as a whole is an essential step towards preserving, and
indeed fostering, Vermont's role as an agricultural state.
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1. Diversified and Specialty Agriculture, 1760-1941

While Vermont farmers were engaged in large-scale,
specialized commercial operations as early as the 1820s,
diversified, or general purpose farming continued in Vermont
until well into the 20th century. TUnlike southern New
England, where proximity to the coast and major urban markets
encouraged early specialization, Vermont’'s inland location
and rugged terrain made access to major markets both
difficult and expensive. 1In addition to problems of
transportation and market access, competition with the West
proved a significant barrier to agricultural specialization
and it was a problem that affected not just Vermont but New
England as a whole.

The main concern of Vermont’'s pioneer settlers was basic
survival, and the early years of settlement were spent
clearing land and ensuring that the family was prov1ded with
the basics of shelter, food and clothing. As land clearance
took several years, the initial crops of corn and wheat were
often planted around the stumps of felled trees. Eventually
the stumps were removed to edges of the fields and placed in
a tight line to form fencing which served the dual purpose of
keeping the livestock from wandering, and marking the farm’s
boundaries. In addition to the raising of foodstuffs,
another primary concern of the early settler was the
provision of shelter, for both family and livestock. A
family’'s first house was typically a crude cabin built of
logs, and the livestock were housed together in a single shed
or barn, also built of logs. It was not until a community
grew large enough to support a sawmill that sawn lumber was

meralTlalla FAar hunrlATma amad +ha aavlsr TAasy adcnmdbrras wa=a
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replaced with more permanent houses and barns.

While most of the family’s needs were provided for on the
farm, certain goods such as salt, rum, coffee, tea, molasses
and ironware had to be procured through trade. Most of a
family’s surplus was bartered locally, and any remaining
surplus was sent to Boston or Montreal, either hauled
overland by sleigh during the winter, or sent by raft or
flatboat. Potash, processed tree ashes used for making soap,
gunpowder and bleach, was the settlers’ first important
source of income since a considerable quantity of tree ash
was made available through land clearance. The ashes were
generally stored in a small, typically masonry structure
known as an ash house. By 1800, as land clearance slowed,
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fields were improved upon, and grist mills became widespread,
wheat began to replace potash as the leading cash crop.

Other crops raised in the early years included flax for
clothing, hay, oats, barley, rye, and buckwheat. Small
kitchen gardens were planted next to the farmhouse to raise
foodstuffs such as peas, cabbage, beans, turnips, beets,
pumpkins, carrots and potatoes, all of which were typically
stored in the house cellar, or separate root cellar. Apple
trees, ranging from a single planting to whole orchards, were
a common feature on the early farms. Other fruits such as
berries, pears, grapes and plums were raised on some farms,
though with less success as apples not only thrived in
Vermont's climate but they were also the easiest fruit to
ship long distances. The family woodlot was also an
important source of income. The Vermont farmer has been
referred to as "summer farmer, winter woodsman" since winters
were largely spent in the woods cutting cordwood for sale as
fuel, and timber for the local sawmill. Maple sugar,
processed outdoors in a large kettle over an open fire, was
also an early farm product and constituted one of the state's
earliest commercial exports.

Typical livestock on most Vermont farms in the early 1800s
included cows, oxen, horses, sheep, swine and poultry. Next
to potash and wheat, cattle were raised extensively during
the first half of the 19th century and were exported in large
droves to the Boston and Montreal markets each year. Turkeys
and horses were alsc driven to the Boston market during this
time. Butter and cheese, though processed primarily for
family consumption during this time, provided an additional
source of income and were either traded locally or shipped by
sleigh to out-of-state markets. Ryegate, for example, was
selling butter to Boston as early as 31800. Basically, any
surplus on the farm was sold or traded when and wherever a

market was accessible.

During the 1820s, major changes began to take place in Ver-
mont agriculture. The early decades of the 19th century were
unsettling ones for much of New England, and the restlessness
and uncertainty of the times found expression in a series of
social and religious upheavals, as well as in a mass migra-
tion of New Englanders westward. 1In addition to the abun-~
dance of cheap western land, the flat landscapes and virgin
soils of the frontier proved far more conducive to farming
than the hilly terrain and overworked soils of New England.
After the Erie Canal opened in !825 the West emerged as a
formicdable competitor in agricultural production, while
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Mocther Nature provided further discouragement for the New
England farmer as floods, droughts and insect blight plagued
the northeast during the 1810s and '20s. As a result, by the
end of the first quarter of the 19th century the largely
unrivaled prosperity formerly enjoyed by New England farmers
had begun to fade.

to large-scale wheat raising in Vermont and farmers began t
look for alternative operations. While wheat, corn, and oats
continued to be raised on a small scale, it was evident that
a fundamental shift in land use from crop raising to pastur-
age for animal husbandry was a necessary step if farming in
Vermont was to continue to be economically viable. The 1824
tariff on imported woolens helped stimulate the development
of the American woolen industry, and wool quickly replaced
wheat as Vermont's leading agricultural commodity. By the
late 1820s and early '30s sheep farming had developed inteo a
very lucrative agricultural operation, and many Vermont
farmers formerly engaged in diversified farming began to
focus their efforts primarily on raising sheep; consequently,
sheep farming became the state's first large-scale,
specialized agricultural industry. (see Sheep Farming) As
the industry grew, large sheep farms began to develop in the
lowlands, particularly in the Champlain and Connecticut

River valleys, where most of the woolen mills were located.

Declining wheat yields and western rnmnetlt;r_s brought an end
o]

While specialized agriculture had become fairly widespread
with the advent of sheep farming in the 1820s, diversified
farming was still practiced extensively in Vermont. Although
butter and cheese were becoming increasingly significant
sources of income during the 1830s dairying was not yet
censidered economically viable on its own and would continue
to be overshadowed by wool production until the 1850s. Many
Vermont farms continued tc market a variety of other products
such as beef, pork, turkeys, horses, maple sugar, lumber,
apples, and various other crops. 1In the 1830s potatoes began
to be raised extensively throughout the state. A family's
surplus potatoes were generally sold either to leocal starch
factories, where potato starch was extracted for the "sizing"
of clothing, or to distilleries for potato whlskey until they
were effectlvnly outlawed by prohibitionists in the 1840s.
Silk raising developed to the point ¢of a craze in the 1830s,
mostly in the southern Connecticut River Valley region,
though it never attained any kind of commercial success.

After 1840 the wool producing industry in the northeast began
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to decline. Competition from western wool producers and the
abolition of the tariff on woolens in 1846 were among the
leading factors responsible for this decline. The coming of
the railroad in the 1850s, however, brought about a signifi-
cant, although very gradual, shift in Vermont agriculture as
it not only opened up new markets but it also brought
increased competition from western producers. As Vermont's
farmers became increasingly involved with, and dependent
upon, a ccmpetitive inter-regional market network, agricul-
ture began to shift from a largely self-sufficient operation
to a more distinctly commercial one.

One conseguence of this shift towards an increasingly
commercial agriculture was specialization in single-purpose
operations such as dairying, stock breeding and, to a lesser
degree, orchard farming. (See Dairy Farming, Stock Breeding,
and QOrchard Farming) Much more common than specialized
agriculture during this time, -however, was the return to a
more limited form of diversified farming. Unable to compete
in the former areas of beef, wheat, and sheep raising,
farmers were forced to look elsewhere for a marketable
product, and they often experimented with a limited variety
of different operations.

Hops, for example, used solely for the brewing of beer, ale
and other malted beverages, developed into a profitable crop
in Vermont by the mid-1800s, particularly in the eastern and
northeastern sections of the state such as Orleans, Windsor,
Essex and Lamoille Counties. The town of Concord in Essex
County, for example, was a large hop growing region, produc-
ing over 8,000 pounds of hops in 1860. By 1850 Vermont had
replaced Massachussets and New Hampshire as the leading hops
producer in New England, second only to New York in the
nation as a whole. While most of the hops produced in
Vermont were raised for out-of-state breweries, the actual
bleaching, drying and baling of the plants during the
September harvest took place on Vermont farms in specially
constructed "hop houses." After 1870 hop production began to
decline, largely as a result of crop infection, and by 1900
the "hops boom" had ended. After the Civil War, tobacco
growing pushed north up the Connecticut Valley into southern
Vermont and long, windowless, gableroof barns with slatted
walls were constructed for drying and storing the leaves.
However, tobacco growing was never extensive in Vermont,
while it continued tc be grown in considerable quantities
just south of the border in northwestern Massachussetts.















































































































