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To what extent are we what we were?
The heart of the matter came to me on a summer’s night in 1973. 
 I was hitch hiking a lonely 30 mile stretch of Vermont from Barre to Bradford, a little town on the Connecticut River. In part, the road follows the Waits River, which danced along beside me under a full moon. A few days earlier I had finished a short historical essay on Vermont as an introduction to my first book on the state’s politics which troubled my thoughts as I walked down the highway. The essay lacked a thesis, a paradigm of past events to inform the future. 
At the same time I was wondering about strange, almost scary rumblings deep in the hills to the southeast.  Undulating with intensity, these guttural groans and roars couldn’t be thunder; the skies were clear. Then I remembered. These were farm boys with beefed up cars tearing around and around the Bear Ridge dirt race track. That led to the idea of the “lapped car”. There always seems to be one car that is so far behind as it comes chugging around in front of the grandstand it appears to be ahead. 
Then, suddenly the side of my mind fussing over a paradigm for Vermont kicked in and the epiphany struck. I imagined fifty states racing through American history and here comes this one poor, little state that has dropped so far behind the others it  now leads the pack. It is ahead of the entire nation. 
Vermont!
The historian Arnold Toynbee once dismissed Vermont as being above the “optimal” climatic area of the continent. Toynbee was right about one thing. It is too cold in Vermont. The frost runs too deep. Autumn ends too soon. Spring comes too late. The loneliness can be pervasive. 
Accordingly from the Civil War to the end of World War II Vermont became a place for leaving. During this time it led every other state in out migration.
But those that stayed behind produced a profoundly creative, resilient, and yes fundamentally democratic culture. As it turns out what historians call Vermont’s “great dark age” turned out to be a blessing.
Moreover Vermont was a leading source of the mechanical technology that spawned and then sustained the urban industrial revolution. Today, Vermont is more fully immersed in the information technology that supports postindustrial society than nearly any other American state. 
In short as the 20th Century waned, Vermont emerged ahead: small, technologically astute, green, progressive, humane and thus democratic. We are free of the mass culture, the despoiled environment, and the poisoned politics that defined the old order and created what David Riseman once called “the lonely crowd.”
Catch up with the other states? Na. Let them now try to keep up with us. For in so doing perhaps all of us together can yet save America.
