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2006 Events 

Antiques Appraisal & 
Antique Engine 
Demonstration, 
1:00-4:00 p.m. on  
July 16, at the  
Marvin Newton 
House. 
 
Ice Cream Social & 
Antique Cars 
2:00-4:00 p.m. on 
August 6, at the 
Marvin Newton 
House. 
 
Annual Meeting, 
starts at 2:00 p.m. on 
August 27, location to 
be announced. 
 
Spirits Night, 
starts at 5:30 p.m. on 
October 31, at the 
Marvin Newton 
House. 
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 One hundred years ago, up to 90% 
of Vermont land was cleared except 
for the mountain tops.  Wood for 
steam-driven railroad engines put 
increased pressure on local foresters 
soon after 1850.  This was perhaps 
the heyday of agriculture in Vermont 
as a component of the economy, and 
many of Brookfield’s farms date 
from this period.  But Brookfield 
farms in the 1790’s did not look 
much like the farms of the mid-
1800’s or the modern dairy farms of 
today.  Vermont was a vast 
wilderness, estimated to have been 
98% forested.  A farm in those days 
consisted of a cabin, perhaps a five-
acre clearing, with the land being 
tilled around stumps not yet 
removed.  Trees were considered 

Farming in Brookfield 

 

  

more of a problem than a resource 
and vast acres were often set on fire 
to clear them.  This was subsistence 
farming with perhaps one cow for 
milk, some pigs, and chickens.  
Fields were planted with wheat or 
corn, mostly for human 
consumption.   Animals lived on 
“browse” in summer; they nearly 
starved in winter.  If they were 
lucky, these farmers had a horse 
which served for both planting and 
riding, hence the popularity of the 
famous Morgan Horse breed started 
by Justin Morgan in Randolph 
Center in 1795.  Wagons were a 
luxury not available until the local 
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 Letter from the President 
 

Brookfield Oral History 
Recognizing the importance of local oral history, the Brookfield Historical Society has initiated a project 
that will involve interviews with a variety of people who have firsthand experience with the town’s past.  
The availability of personal reminiscences about life in Brookfield would enrich local history with 
information that might not otherwise be available.  Such personal, eyewitness, accounts also have the 
potential of enlivening and humanizing local history. 
 
Bonnie Fallon has volunteered to spearhead the effort to conduct interviews with oral history 
participants.  She will procure as many oral histories “as time and life allows.”  Bonnie urges “old-
timers” to step forward to participate and that children and friends of old-timers encourage them to agree 
to be interviewed. 
 
The Society needs an up-to-date video recorder with a tripod.  A donation would be most welcome. 
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Over the past year new life memberships in the 
society have increased significantly; they 
represent substantial commitments that serve to 
strengthen the Society by providing resources that 
enable it to more effectively carry out its mission.  
The funds derived from life memberships, $150 
for individuals and  $250 for families, are not 
directly applied to current operating expenses but 
are added to the Society’s endowment fund.  New 
life members are Jack Bailey, Judy Bailey,  
Michael  Dempsey, Prudi Dempsey, Melanie 
LaRocque, and Winnifred Vogt. 
 
I am pleased to announce that Bonnie Fallon has 
joined the Board of Trustees.  For the past several 
years Bonnie has headed the Marvin Newton 
House garden and grounds committee.  As a new 
trustee she will also initiate a community oral 
history program. 
 
The Society has planned a varied calendar of 
events for the summer and fall designed to appeal 
to a wide range of interests.  Your participation in 
these activities is encouraged. 
 
Sincerely, 
  
Gary Lord, President 

  

  

Dear Reader, 
       
The Brookfield Historical Society’s exhibit at the 
Vermont History Expo held at the Tunbridge fair 
grounds in June was quite impressive and 
received much favorable attention.  The exhibit, 
Remains of the Day, was inspired by the 
Brookfield Community History Project 
archeological dig at the Brookfield Town Hall 
conducted by 5th and 6th grade students under the 
guidance of Carol Laisson.  Consisting of 
captioned photos mounted on panels and 
accompanied by an exhibit case filled with an 
interesting array of artifacts recovered from the 
excavation site, the exhibit revealed the positive 
educational results resulting from the 
collaborative efforts of the Brookfield Historical 
Society and the Brookfield Elementary School.  
For details on the dig, see:  
http://vhscommunityhistory.org/pages/projects/ 
brookfield/index.html 
 
Brookfield’s presentation at Vermont Expo was 
designed and implemented by a volunteer task 
force headed by Julia Pattison and included 
Carol Laisson, Jackie Wilder, Judy Bailey, Ellan 
Cole, and Linda Runion.  Carol Laisson wrote 
the text for the exhibit and Julia Pattison used 
her skill as a graphic artist to design the 
exhibition panels. 
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carriage shops came into existence after 1800. 
The first settlers of Brookfield came from the 
more settled areas of Connecticut, 
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and New 
Hampshire.  They came for a variety of reasons 
including the promise of cheap land, to escape 
from high taxes, or to escape the oppressive 
religion of their elders.  Some of the early 
settlers fit the pioneer image of Daniel Boone 
and were looking for more elbow room, but 
most were farmers who brought all their worldly 
goods on ox-drawn sleds in winter over the ice-
covered rivers when the going was easier.  The 
settlers came up the Connecticut River and 
followed the White River to its source in 
Brookfield.  Sometimes a man would come up 
alone or with a son one summer to clear land 
and construct some sort of shelter, returning the 
following year with the whole family.  
 
Life for the first settlers was very difficult; 
people lived much closer to the land than we do 
now, and disasters, natural and manmade, took a 
heavy toll.  In 1816, the famous and often 
quoted “Eighteen-Hundred and Froze to Death,” 
there were snow storms in June and July and 
heavy frosts all summer.  People had to live for 
a year on pumpkins and turnips.  Woodchucks 
and porcupines were very “popular” staples 
since large game and even fish were already 
becoming scarce in Vermont.  From 1790 to 
1800, potash was the only source of cash for 
farmers, and was made from ashes of burned 
logs. 
 
For the first quarter of the 19th century, wheat 
was a very important crop and at one point, 
Vermont was the largest wheat producer in the 
country.  But the bottom fell out of the market 
in 1826 with the opening of the western lands.  
Beef cattle were also an important early 
Vermont industry: in 1808, 15,000 cattle were 
driven to Boston.  Early farmers in Brookfield 
were diversified and often engaged in bee-
keeping or hop growing to supplement their 
incomes. 
 

 

  

For a time, the most important industry in Vermont 
was sheep raising.  In the 1820’s large numbers of 
sheep were imported to Vermont to supply wool to 
supply wool to factories in southern New England.  
In 1840, there were 1,700,000 sheep in Vermont, the 
2nd largest sheep population among the states.  By 
1850 the wool market collapsed due to the opening 
of large western sheep ranches as well as imports 
beginning to arrive from Australia. 
 
But the total collapse of the wool market may not be 
entirely accurate.  Wool was going for 94¢ per pound 
in 1866-67 and provided a supplementary income.  
Brookfield still had 22 farms with a total of 1,500 
Merino sheep in 1884.  At that time, the largest sheep 
raisers in Brookfield were Gordon Hibbard on East 
Hill and John Mudget in West Brookfield…. 
 
By 1870, the transition to dairy farming had become 
very rapid in Vermont.  The Civil War and the lure of 
the West had taken many sons and hired men from 
Vermont.  Dairy farming was considered much less 
labor intensive and this was a major factor in the 
transition.  Until 1900, Vermont dairy farms 
produced chiefly cheese and butter….  But again, this 
market was lost to competition from the West, 
chiefly Wisconsin.  In 1900, farmers began shipping 
fluid milk to southern New England by train….   
 
The year 1914 is used as the benchmark for farming 
in this country.  This may be confirmed by the U.S. 
Census figures for Brookfield.  In 1910, there were 
1,008 people in Brookfield.  By 1960, the population 
had declined to 597.  [The 2000 census showed 1,222 
people in town and the 2005 estimate by the Vermont 
Data center is 1,267.]  The Vermont Agricultural 
Experiment Station reported 73 farms with 5 or more 
cows in town in 1953 and only 48 in 1963.  There are 
only a few operating dairy farms in Brookfield, 
today. 
 
(This passage was written by Davis F. Lee and is 
from Chapter IX, pages 129-131, of The History of 
Brookfield, Vermont published in 1987 by the 
Brookfield Historical Society.  The photo is from 
page 129 and has no identification note.) 
 
 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our annual Antiques Appraisal Day 
will be held, Sunday, July 16th, 1:00 
PM to 4:00 PM at the Marvin 
Newtown House, on Ridge Road.  
As in other years, Jim Marquis of 
Wallingford, Vermont will take 
center stage.  Jim’s knowledge is 
encyclopedic and anecdotes from his 
vast experience and adventures are 
amusing and informative.   
 
Bring your treasures from the attic, 
closet or your favorite collection to 
hear Jim’s appraisal.  You may be 
very surprised and delighted.   
 
Price is: 1-article @ $6.00 or 3 @ 
$15.00.  No jewelry, please.  This is 
a benefit for the Historical Society. 
 
Also on tap are antique engines used 
in Brookfield as an added attraction 
this year.  Gordon Pettingell, a 
Brookfield resident and member of 
the Vermont Gas and Steam Engine 
Association will demonstrate the use 
of three of his engines. 
 
The “Tom Thumb’ International is a 
1½ horsepower air-cooled single 
cylinder four cycle gasoline engine.  
It was given to Gordon years ago by 
a dear friend, Ray Perry.  Its primary 
use was for belt driving a butter 
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MISSION STATEMENT 

 
To research and identify, 

collect and preserve, 
exhibit and interpret 
artifacts, and publish 

material which relates to 
and illuminates the 

historical development of 
Brookfield. 
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Fund Raising Sales 
 

2006 Historical 
Photograph 
Collection & 

Calendar 
$6 per calendar 

plus $1.50 postage 
 

Marvin Newton 
House note cards 
$6 per package 

Plus $1.50 postage 

 

churn at a “gear-reduced” slow 
speed or driving a cream separator 
at a much faster speed, vintage 
1903-1911. 
 
The second engine belongs to John 
Wheatley, on long-term loan.  It is a 
single cylinder 1¾ HP Empire 
Milking machine engine used to 
drive a vacuum pump to operate a 
milking machine. 
 
The third is a 4 HP single cylinder 
water-cooled engine.  It was 
literally pulled out of the woods at 
Albert Martin’s place years ago, 
acquired in trade by Gordon for 
doing some electrical work in the 
barn.  It is large enough to cut 
cordwood with a circle saw. 
 
There will probably also be on 
display two borrowed items, a 
cream separator and an old “puti-
puti” cement mixer. 
 
Catch a glimpse of the technology 
of the past at this informative and 
interesting afternoon.  Learn about 
the history and value of your 
treasures, and visit our wonderful 
Marvin Newton House with this 
season’s special exhibit on the life 
of Jessie Fisk. 

 
Sunset Pond Ice Out Early This Year 

 
The third annual “Ice-Out Contest” sponsored by the Brookfield Historical 
Society came to an early conclusion this year on April 13 at 6:42 AM.  The 
winner of the contest was Jarid Wheeler who submitted an estimate of 5:05 
AM.  Half of the contest proceeds of $500 were distributed among three 
prize winners including the contestant with the closest time after the winning 
time, Richard Mallary who estimated 11:05 AM, and the contestant with the 
closet estimate before the winning time, Gordon Pettingel, who estimated 
4:40 PM on April 12. 


