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Journey to Innocence
or less at will. Most appealing of the three was the 
little factory of the Gray Horsepower Company, to 
the south and practically next door, which manufac-
tured treadmills for one, two or three horses, as well as 
threshing machines and corn cutters and circular saws 
to be powered by horses. A step beyond the factory 
was the diminutive Poultney River, actually little more 
than a brook, and considered by all parents to be safe 

to play in. Across the river and up a gentle rise 
to the left were the grounds of the Montvert 

Mineral Springs Hotel which had failed, 
and whose buildings had been taken 

down.
 These spots were sources 
of continual beguilement for the 
small boys of the village. The fac-
tory was the real lodestar because 
of its steam engine. This was 
housed in a basement room with 
a cellar hatchway arrangement 
at ground level opening directly 
on the street. The hatch was fit-
ted with a swing window which 
was open on all but the coldest 

days of the year. This arrangement 
provided a made-to-order gallery 

for the observation of the panting 
behemoth below and there were few 

days winter or summer when none of 
us reported for at least a routine inspec-

tion. 
 The engine was not large, even for its 

era. Its flywheel carried a trundling leather belt nearly 
two feet wide which disappeared through a back wall 
to transfer the power of the engine to the woodwork-
ing machines in the factory. The wheel turned slowly, 
perhaps 30 r.p.m., and it took us some years to under-
stand that the piston rod sliding back and forth in its 
cradle seemingly without effort was what made the 
wheel turn, and not the other way around. The cyl-
inder jackets were cased in polished mahogany and 
brass. The whirling spheres of the governor were brass 
and so were the oil cups and many of the fittings on the 
valve rods.
 As something to watch the engine was of unparal-
leled interest. Everything moved. The sliding piston 
rod conveyed its lateral motion to a crank assembly

continued on page 3...

by George Haig
Illustrations by Hamilton Greene

 The days of my boyhood were spent in Middle-
town Springs, a tiny village ringed round by hills in 
Rutland County. My father was minister of the Con-
gregational church, a post he obtained soon after the 
turn of the century and which he held for nearly a de-
cade.
 Social historians sometimes refer to this 
period as America’s Golden Age; it com-
bined the first burgeoning of the abun-
dant life with the last carefree years 
of international isolation. I doubt if 
anybody in Middletown ventured 
to think in terms as broad as these, 
but the town, as I look back on it 
now, must have considered itself 
to be very well off—with good 
business, a sense of security and 
fair prospects for the future. And 
that sense of well-being rubbed 
off on our family. We had every-
thing we needed and no particular 
problems. For myself I recall none 
of the nagging little fears and frus-
trations common to childhood, and 
no inhibitions coincident with provid-
ing a proper example as the minister’s 
son. Everything seemed to me eminently 
satisfactory.
 As time has passed, the Middletown Springs 
of 1900 to 1910 has taken on new interest, quite aside 
from the usual sentimentalizing about one’s childhood 
and the yearning for the good old days. This appeal 
seems to derive both from a fuller appreciation of the 
unique and engaging pattern of life the village had 
worked out for itself, plus a sense of precious posses-
sion through recollection of a little world that has en-
tirely vanished, a world not only of customs and mores 
and people, but of much of the physical environment 
as well.
 I was very young when we moved to Middletown 
from a small town in Michigan, so that my knowledge 
of the village and its activities developed only gradu-
ally. By the time I was six or seven I had become fair-
ly well acquainted with three locales of interest near 
enough the parsonage so I could go and come more 
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 President’s Corner Researching Family History

 As co-executor with her uncle, Paul Blakely, of 
the estate her great aunt, Hazel Grover,  Alice Blakely 
Marsh was determined to see that the artifacts of her 
family history were preserved in one place where they 
would always be available to family members and the 
general public for research.  In 2001 she and Paul do-
nated over fifty cartons of letters, books, photos, dia-
ries, ledgers and paper ephemera, as well as furniture, 
clothing, tools and household items .to the Middle-
town Springs Historical Society.  It has taken hundreds 
of  hours for Collections Manager Jon Mathewson and 
other volunteers to inventory, conserve and catalogue 
the majority of this material, and the process goes on.
 Alice has visited the Historical Society many times 
over the years to work with her family collection.  In 
recent years she has ben joined by her distant cousin, 
Anne Pratt Slatin, of Stamford N.Y, who, coincidentally 
is a high school classmate of Alice’s husband, Warren. 

With their husbands Alice and Anne have stayed for a 
few days the past three summers at the Peppermans’ 
Twin Mountain Farm, B&B on Coy Hill.  At just about 
every visit, Alice brings something more to add  to the 
collection - another page of family genealogy or copies 
of treasured photos or diaries that add to the intricate 
fabric of interpretation of a rich tapestry of local his-
tory.
 To learn more about Grover-Blakely collection, 
surely one of the largest and best cared for in the his-
torical societies of Vermont, come to the Museum Open 
House on Sunday afternoon, October 16.  The storage 
rooms will be open, the computer buzzing with Past-
Perfect and environmental monitoring software, and 
demonstrations showing how we care for the wide va-
riety of objects in our collection. 

— David Wright

 Volunteers (left to right, David Wright, Dan McK-
een and Emmett Francois) remove wooden shingles 
from the Elisha Leffingwell Tin Shop building in the 
Mineral Springs Park on August 13.  Roofers Dick 
Gray, Don Davis and Tel Gray of Goldenbrook Con-
struction in Poultney have provided a temporary un-
derlayment and will install slate shingles, provided by 
Larry Roach, in early September.
 The Leffingwell tin shop was donated to the Soci-
ety by members of the Haynes family and was moved 
crosslots to the Mineral Springs Park in 1990.

Tinshop Roof 

An Civil War era account book from the M.E. Vail 
Store was donated by Anne Pratt Slatin 
Spaulding family genealogical information was 
provided by Alsey Spaulding Pouliotte

Recent Acquisitions

Leach Family’s Gray Treadmill goes to 
New York Museum

 Steve and Charlie Leach, relatives and friends 
move an A.W. Gray treadmill with attached dragsaw 
out of their barn in Pawlet and onto a trailer for ship-
ment to the Museum of the Northern New York Ag-
ricultural Historical Society in Stone Mills, N.Y.  The 
treadmill was owned by their father, William Leach, 
and was displayed in the Middletown Springs Memo-
rial Day Parade in the 1990s. David Wright and Jon 
Mathewson assisted in moving the treadmill and other 
horsedrawn equipment and donated a CDROM copy 
of an 1885 A.W. Gray catalogue to the NYAHS.
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 which appeared to go up and down. The governor 
spun merrily in a horizontal plane. The various valve 
rods seemed to be moving in every possible direction. 
In spite of its eye-filling splendor the engine was rated 
at only around 50 h.p., although at the turn of the cen-
tury a horsepower was an honest unit of measurement, 
not a gimmick to sell new automobiles.
 The engineer was an introverted type, not given 
to small talk. He spent most of his time tipped back 
against the wall in an old captain’s chair, reading the 
Rutland Herald of two days before. We did not consid-
er that his silence was hostile and we spent hours look-
ing and listening at his window. We especially liked to 
watch him filling the oil cups every hour or so, some 
of them in motion. On colder days we welcomed the 
dank, warm air which welled up through the hatch-
way.
 The factory provided another spectacle which we 
could watch comfortably from the fence which separat-
ed Eph Gates’ house from the factory yard. Nearly ev-
ery morning a succession of four-horse teams hitched 
to heavy wagons lined up under a derrick on the front 
side of the shop and took on loads of completed ma-
chinery for transfer to the railroad at Poultney, eight 
miles away. All Gray machines were finished in bright 
reds and blues in our day, with elaborate hand-painted 
ornamentation. Much of the time these loads were not 
covered and we were very proud of their shining new-
ness and splendor. We would have been even more 
proud, I suppose, if we had realized that some of them 
were destined for the far places of the earth.
 When watching palled, we turned to the old hotel 
grounds for less passive entertainment. The hotel was 
taken down a year or two after my arrival in Middle-
town. The grounds contained a number of points of 
interest readily adaptable to make-believe play. There 
were the cellar hole, various walks and paths, a couple 
of footbridges over the brook, and the ornate Victorian 
springhouse, the raison d’etre for the hotel. We could 
devise endless games around its four spigots, each of 
which was supposed to deliver a different variety of 
water: one was iron, another sulphur, a third “Vermont 
pure spring,” and the fourth what anybody thought it 
was. 
 My earliest visit to the hotel grounds was made 
with my father before the building was torn down. I 
have no recollection of the occasion, but I appear prom-
inently in a photograph my father made that day and 
later transformed into a hand-colored lantern slide. 
My father had combined photography and the minis-
try for several years before coming to Middletown and, 
while his pastorate at this time brought $700 a year and 
parsonage rent free, the veil of amateurism he pulled 
over his photography was pretty thin. He had profes-
sional equipment of excellent quality and I’m sure he 
received money, as well as favors, for the fine pictures 
he made. The slide reveals the Montvert in all its Victo-
rian grotesquerie. In spite of its lack of architectural ap-
peal the hotel had done well for thirty years catering to 

America’s new-moneyed class. When these people had 
grown tired of water which smelled like rotten eggs 
and started taking up new fads, the old hotel sank into 
financial doldrums and was abandoned.
 Meanwhile the village, and the minister’s family 
I particular, was watching the start of a new variety 
of hotel business—summer boarding-houses. Middle-
town already had two, the Cooks’ and the Gardiners’, 
and both were attracting substantial patronage. Our 
family was interested because the people who came to 
the boarding-houses were middle-class and conven-
tional: they went to church, even in summer, and sup-
ported the village churches, mainly my father’s. And 
they were deemed important enough by the Congre-
gational parish so that it was written into my father’s 
contract that he could not take his annual vacation dur-
ing the summer-boarder period.
The factory, too, was beginning to feel the pressures of 
a way of life that was changing all over America. The 
Gray’s had already begun to manufacture on a limited 
scale their own version of the ludicrous, puffing, sin-
gle-cylinder gasoline engine which was beginning to 
appear on American farms. This innovation was just in 
case the engine ever seriously threatened horsepower. 
And Frank Rogers, who joined the firm as a young 
man, recalls that there was some talk of adapting the 
threshing machine to the higher gas-engine speeds, if 
that ever became necessary.
 Otherwise the little shop hummed along as usual, 
ten hours a day, six days a week, except Thanksgiving 
and Christmas. By the time we arrived in Middletown 
the management of the business had passed to a second 
generation and the sons had enlarged and improved the 
operation to a substantial degree. There were two sons. 
The village boys, and most of our elders as well, stood 
in considerable awe of them, especially of A. Y. Gray, 
whom I remember as withdrawn and taciturn. His 
brother, Leonidas, was more outgoing, with a distin-
guished white beard and an extensive library. He must 
have looked, as I think back now, more like a college 
professor than a manufacturer. I remember the fancy 
new steam radiators in his big Victorian house and the 
succession of gaudy red automobiles with lavish brass 
trim which he owned and drove with the enthusiasm of 
a teenager.
 The brothers were in their sixties during our years 
in Middletown Springs and they had acquired a color-
ful progeny of sons, daughters, in-laws, grandchildren, 
nieces, nephews and cousins. I recently came across a 
photograph of the clan on a bicycle outing in the 1900s, 
and I counted a total of twenty people. This included all 
the owners and managers of the factory
except possibly one. They were a tightly controlled 
family unit operating strictly on a tribal basis.
 Whether the Gray’s as a group were properly re-
garded as the sum total of the village aristocracy was 
a matter of some disagreement among the rest of the 
Middletown people. I am sure now that my father 
felt that the Buxton’s should be counted in the top 
stratum,continued on page 4...
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too. The Buxton’s were landed gentry in contrast with 
the mill-owning Gray’s. J. E. Buxton had gone West as 
a young man, got into strip-mining in Iowa—Buxton, 
Iowa, is said to be named for him—and had returned 
in middle life to settle down with his money in Middle-
town. He built himself a fine brick house on the edge 
of the village, with big barns, auxiliary buildings and 
shops, all in the manner of the feudal baron, and went 
into the breeding of blooded animals, modern dairying 
and apple orchards. His son, Ben, built a pretentious 
house with marble bathrooms on Buxton Hill.
 J. E. Buxton occupies an especially warm place in 
my memories of Middletown because of his kindness 
to the minister’s family. It was he and “Madame” Bux-
ton who took us on picnics, gave us our first automobile 
rides, invited us to the big house for Sunday dinners. 
“J.E” insisted on having the dessert brought in with 
the first course and placed on the table so that he could 
see what it was and plan accordingly. After dinner he 
led his guests on a promenade around the porch of his 
house, enough times to make half a mile, so he said. He 
wore a big Texas sombrero and carried a cane. His first 
automobile was an early Stanley Steamer, before the 
days of condensers, so that we swooshed down the road 
in a cloud of steam as well as dust. We had to stop at 
every brook, let down a hose, and fill up the boiler again 
to keep in operating condition. After the Stanley came 
a magnificent green Stevens Duryea with two swivel 
seats in the tonneau which seemed built especially for 
my sister and me.
 As I grew older my world expanded to include the 
civic and shopping center on the south side of the tiny 
village green. One of my chores was to fetch home a 
five-gallon can of kerosene on my express wagon from 
Deacon Leffingwell’s grocery store. But the real point 
of interest for small fry was Dana Carpenter’s drug 
store and ice cream emporium, and Dana Carpenter 
himself. The ice cream dispensary would have been 
popular in its own right, but its interest for the young-
er set—not to say grownups—was greatly enhanced in 
the early years of the century by the presence of the vil-

lage telephone switchboard, in full view and hearing 
of anybody who entered the store.
 As in the case of the traveling salesmen we lis-
tened to around the livery stable, we missed the full 
import of most of what went on at the switchboard, 
but “Carp’s” duties as local linesman for the telephone 
company were completely understandable. We were 
always on the lookout for his active figure around the 
village and if we saw him pedaling off in any direction 
except toward his home, his pants legs reefed down 
with bicycle clips, we were likely to follow, hoping to 
have something of more than usual interest to watch. 
Telephone lines then were on a do-it-yourself basis, en-
tirely unrestricted by laws and regulations. They ran 
from house to tree to barn to pole and cross-lots in a 
mad pattern of improvisation. To locate and repair a 
line failure called forth all of a man’s resourcefulness. 
Carp had to be prepared to climb trees, scale barn 
roofs, or, if everything else failed, install a rickety pole 
to keep the system in operating order.
 In addition to his activities as drug-store propri-
etor, ice-cream-maker, extraordinary and local tele-
phone manager, Carp found time for a life-long study 
of botany, corresponding with others all over the 
world in the classic pattern of the amateur scientist. 
He also shared my father’s enthusiasm for photogra-
phy, and the two spent many hours in the countryside 
enjoying and sharing their hobbies. Carp liked to tin-
ker with electricity, in addition to his telephone job. 
And naturally enough, when the uproar over Halley’s 
Comet began to build up in the Spring of 1910 it was 
Carp who had the pictures and the diagrams and the 
information to make it all exciting and significant. On 
Sunday, Carp sang in the Congregational choir, never 
aware, I’m sure, that he could not carry a true melody 
or produce a tone that did not sound like a she-bear 
in distress. But he enjoyed it so much nobody had the 
heart to tell him. His wife attended the Baptist church 
and always insisted that Carp’s singing had nothing to 
do with it.
 What I have been describing exists now only in my 
memory, mine and that of a half-dozen others who for 
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Young volunteers serve generous portions of straw-
berry shortcake  to visitors who waited in a line that 
stretched halfway around the green at the 36th Annual 
Strawberry Festival on June 26. 

Strawberry Festival 

Nicholas Seidner throws flower pots to the delight of 
on-lookers in a huge white tent adjacent to the His-
torical Society building, where he demonstrated along 
with other craftspersons.  The tent was available cour-
tesy of Nora Rubinstein and Herb Childress, who cel-
ebrated their wedding there the day before the Straw-
berry Festival. Exhibitors included Marilyn Parker, 
David Munyak, Nancy & Chris Edmunds, Ellen Moy-
er, Mark Raymond and the organizers of the upcoming 
Garden Tour.  Musicians Paul Morgan, Leslie Klami, 
Jan Asch and Gary Lindorf entertained.  Thanks to all 
who helped!

Dr. Oakley M. Frost, 79, died May 16 in Benning-
ton.  He was born in 1932 in Middletown Springs, the 
son of Oakley T. and Lillian Gentles Frost.  A graduate 
of Plattsburg (N.Y.) High School, Williams College and 
Albany Medical School, he pursued specialized train-
ing in vascular surgery at Albany medical Center and 
at the V.A. Hospital in Albany.  He served in the U.S. 
Navy and was a surgeon at Southwestern Vermont 
Medical Center in Bennington until his retirement in 
2005.
 Among other affiliations, he was a member of the 
Sage City Symphony for many years.
 He is survived by his wife, Carol, of Bennington; 
his former wife, Dorothy, of North Bennington; and 
their daughters, Elizabeth Silva, Kristina Moll, Laura 
Van Denbrulle; and their sons, John, Robert, Matthew, 
Randall, Jonathan, Eric, and Gary; 15 grandchildren; a 
stepdaughter, Andrea Pugliese; two sisters, Margery 
Sherman of Sidney, Australia, and Cynthia Moran of 
Glenrock, Pa. His sister, Betty Ann, died in 1951.
 Oakley’s grandfather, Walton Eddy Frost, (1875-
1937) ran Frost’s Store in a building that burned in the 
fire of 1921 that destroyed several buildings on the 
south side of the street opposite the green.  

� In Memoriam  �

one reason or another were especially aware of their 
environment. The life I knew ceased in all important 
respects at least forty years ago and many of the vil-
lage’s physical features have also disappeared. The 
hotel came to an end in the early years of the century. 
The Gray factory failed at the time of the First World 
War and was taken down. The business center went 
up in smoke one frigid January morning in the early 
1920s and was not rebuilt. The old Buxton home was 
dismantled to save taxes after a long period of disuse 
and decay. Most of the people I have named are dead. 
Only one of the four Protestant churches remains in 
use. The Congregational parsonage, no longer need-
ed for the non-resident minister, often stands empty. 
Several houses are advertised for sale, more could be 
purchased at modest prices. The modern age has dealt 
harshly with Middletown Springs.Yet the general ap-
peal of the village is unimpaired. The hills maintain 
their vigil on all sides except to the south where they 
part engagingly. The Poultney River still slips clear and 
unsullied over its ledges of slate. The gracious trees, 
the quiet streets, the factory managers’ homes, the tiny 
green with its single white church—all combine in a 
continuing invitation to the modern generation to love 
and cherish and appreciate. 
 This article is reproduced from the Autumn 1962 issue 
of Vermont Life magazine.
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Membership Information
Membership dues for 2011 were due in January.

Check your mailing label for current status.

Dues (Check one):
 Individual $10.00 Business $50.00
 Family $15.00 Sustaining $100.00
 Contributing $25.00
Send to: Pat Hemenway, Treasurer
 Middletown Springs Historical Society
 P.O. Box 1121
 Middletown Springs, VT 05757
• Frisbie’s History of Middletown cd-rom or photocopy, 

$20, post paid.
• Eight notecards with historic photos of Middletown 

Springs, $12 post paid.
• Searching for Ichabod, by Julie Van Camp, $18.00, post 

paid.
• A Gem in the Hills, by Frances Krouse, $25, post paid.
Donations to MSHS, a 501 (c) (3) non-profit organization, 
are tax deductible. 

Visit our website:
www.MiddletownSpringsHistoricalSociety.org

Business Members
American Logres Theatre, Karen & Leslie Klami

Blue Cat Bistro, John Rehlen
Estelle Ellis, Business Image, Inc.
Gabe Friedman, Web Designer,

Dick Gray, Goldenbrook Construction
Green Mountain Timber Frames, Dan McKeen

Sarah Horne Interior Design
Johnson Energy, Tom & Eileen Johnson

LaValley Building Supply
Jim Marquis, Antiques Appraiser

Montvert Real Estate, Nan Gilmour
Professional Tile Installation, Jerry Hansen

Stewarts Dairy
Twin Mountain Farm B&B, Annie & Walt Pepperman

Williams Hardware, Poultney, Bob Williams

Middletown Springs Historical Society
P.O. Box 1121
Middletown Springs, VT 05757

The MSHS Newsletter is published twice a year for members and 
friends of the Society. Comments and manuscipts on subjects of 
interest are encouraged and should be sent c/o David Wright, editor, 
or e-mailed to montvert@vermontel.net.

Address Service Requested 

2011 Coming EvEnts
Sunday, Sept. 25 Annual Meeting, 7 pm
 Terry Tyler, Guest    
Speaker

Sunday, Oct. 11 Museum Open House 
 & Lecture
 1-4 p.m.

Welcome! New Members

New Memberships
Rev. Warren Marble,  Warwick, R.I.

New Contributing Memberships
Alsey Spaulding Pouliotte & Judith G. Wood, 

Hudson Falls, N.Y.

AnnuAl Meeting

SundAy, SepteMber 25

(see above for more information)

Notice of Annual Meeting
 The 42nd Annual Meeting of the Middletown 
Springs Historical Society will be held on Sunday, 
September 25,  at the Historical Society Building.

Agenda
7:00 p.m. Dessert Buffet 
7:15 p.m. Business Meeting and Election of Trustees 
7:45 p.m. The speaker will be Terry Tyler, co-author 

of the definitive book on Vermont firearms, 
and recent donor of his collection of over 
100 Vermont-made guns to the Shelburne 
Museum.


