
1

Newsletter
Vol. 47, No. 2		  September 2016

The Flood of '49

Mi dd let o wn  Spri n gs  Hi stori cal  So ciet y

(cont'd on page 2)

	 Recent floods in 
Louisiana remind us of 
the Freshet of July 1811, 
well-documented in Fris-
bie’s History of Middle-
town, pp 80-88 and in 
Frisbie & Joslin’s History 
of Poultney. But less well 
known is a flash flood that 
occurred in mid-July of 
1849 in the southernmost 
part of Middletown.
	 It was described in de-
tail by Judge Orin L. Ray, 
living then in Michigan, 
in a letter to the Poultney 
Journal, published in the 
May 21, 1886 weekly edi-
tion and transcribed by Dawn Hance and Joann Nichols 
in Historical Sketches Published in the Poultney Journal, 
2004, pp 80-83. In a series of letters Ray fondly recalls his 
early memories of Tinmouth, where he was born in 1822, 
as well as Middletown, Poultney and Castleton.
	 Orin Ray, then 27, was working for a farmer, Shel-
don Edgerton, a few miles north of Pawlet village. He had 
walked home to Middletown that morning along what is 
now Rt. 133, noticing the thriving crops and numerous 
herds in the fields and pastures along the way.  Return-
ing south on foot at about three o’clock under a clear sky, 
he noticed dark clouds rolling in from the north. As he 
reached the home of D. Francis, (probably a house on the 
site of John & Kathy Colvin’s 1970s house), “a storm of 
hail and rain broke upon us in all its terrible fury and I put 
in there for shelter”. It “rained for an hour as I have never 
seen it rain before or since” and “continued until dark . . 
but after an hour or two it slackened and lightened up so 
we could look out over the fields.  What a sight met the 
eye! The Burnham Brook which headed near the Buell 
farm (house burned in the 1950s when the Hillikers lived 
there) and ran north the entire length of the valley to the 
Poultney River (along Buxton Avenue) . . . had burst  its 
banks and covered all the lower lands with its broad, roar-
ing, muddy current. . . Floating on that stream were strug-
gling colts, cattle, sheep and calves. . .  Some floated as far 
as the lands of Zenas Frisbie  (Gilmours) . . . while many 

sank to rise no more.”
	 Resuming his journey 
to Pawlet at daylight he 
saw the awful destruction 
for over two miles.
	 Meadows were de-
stroyed and growing crops 
of corn, potatoes, wheat, 
rye and oats buried in 
sand, gravel and mud. 
Earth, gravel, stones and 
rock were carried down 
previously dry ravines 
to cover the rich bottom 
land.  Huge boulders were 
exposed and moved down 
hillsides.   Acres of steep 
slopes had slid down car-

rying “trees, cattle and everything upon it.” Just south of 
Mr. Hazeltine’s (Moulders’) the road was blocked by a 
slide of several rods in width . . . that covered a large breath 
in Burnham’s (Kanews’ ) fields.” Another slide blocked 
the road near Mr. Woodworth’s (the Gemmel house, south 
of Kanews’ on the east side of the road, demolished in the 
1980s). Further south, a ten acre  meadow opposite Seth 
Perry’s house (now a cellar hole) was “buried to the depth 
of five to ten feet with earth and stone.” Perry’s “little barn 
was moved from its foundation and rent almost in twain,” 
with rocks weighing several tons among the debris. The 
hillside on the west side of the road south of Buell’s (Hil-
liker’s) subsided for a distance of several rods, blocking 
the highway.
	 But the worst scene revealed itself near the junction 
of the road emerging from the Gulf, just over the line in 
West Tinmouth, on the farm of  Hiram Wait (now Andrew 
Moyer’s). The entire surface of a mountainside extending 
a half mile into the gulf and twenty or thirty rods wide gave 
way to bedrock, sweeping down “through an open pasture 
carrying everything before it including a sugar orchard 
of large maples which “yielded to the fury of the slide 
as if they were mere pipestems in the hand of a giant”. 
The “entire promiscuous accumulation”, “ composed of  
water, stone, earth, and hundreds of huge uprooted trees, 
was plunged into the valley and spread out in unutterable 

The Hiram Wait/WS Preston/Andrew Moyer House, c. 
1900. Photo courtesy of Andrew Moyer.
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confusion and disorder” on what had been the day before, 
Hiram Wait’s “splendid thirty acre meadow” on the south 
side of the Gulf road.
	 Miraculously spared was a sawmill belonging to 
farmer Truman Young, on the north side of the torrentially 
flooding brook coming out of the gulf, that flows south to 
become the Wells River. Mr. Wait’s house and buildings 
along the Gulf road, with the exception of a corn crib,  
also escaped destruction.
	 The effects of the 1849 storm were “expended on a 
strip of territory six miles east and west by three or four 
north and south.”  After he left Middletown a year later,  
Ray never returned to see the devastated valley. And he 
wonders, forty-six years later, if “the deluged meadow has 
ever  been  reclaimed in whole or in part.”   He would be 
relieved to know that Jim Hathaway has been growing 
corn and other crops there for many years on at least a part 
of that meadow.
	 In the next issue of the Poultney Journal, May 28, 
1886, Barnes Frisbie responded with a perspective of his 
own about the terrible storm.  He remembered that hardly 
a drop of rain fell at his grandfather Zenas Frisbie’s farm 
(Gilmours) where he was working in a field.  He heard the 

Burnham Hollow Changes

	 The neighborhood of Burnham Hollow two miles 
west of the Middletown Sp. village center faces changes 
that are becoming more and more common all over Ver-
mont. A developer has proposed Orchard Solar I, a solar 
installation of over 2200 nine foot tall panels on a five 
acre site in the former Burnham Hollow Orchard, less 
than 2000 ft. from West St. While a few neighbors are not 
concerned by the project, many fear that, if approved, the 
project could later be expanded as many as six times on 
the 30 acre leased sited. Dozens of similar projects large 
and small have been proposed or built around Vermont in 
the last few years in response to federal and state financial 
incentives for renewal energy production.
	 The Historical Society trustees were alerted by neigh-
bors and Society members, asking MSHS  to provide in-
formation to the Public Service Board (PSB), the utility 
permitting agency, about the history and the historic re-
sources of the area which might be affected. The trust-
ees voted to seek intevenor status and provide comments 
without taking a position for or against the project.
	 According to Frisbie’s History of Middletown, John 
Burnam (1742-1829), founded the area in about 1791 
“building a dwelling house . . . then went extensively into 
building mills, also in farming, and built several dwelling 
houses. He built a forge, foundry, grist and saw mills, an 
oil mill, carding machine mill and clothing works, and a 
distillery. All of these he put into successful and active 

operation and carried on here an extensive business until 
1811, when his mills were all washed away by the freshet 
of that year. He afterward rebuilt his forge and saw mill, 
but he did not do a large amount of business after the di-
saster in 1811."
	 Many structures currently standing in Burnham Hol-
low date from at least the late 19th Century, and, like the 
Burnam house, may be much older than they appear, due 
to later renovation and alteration. All of these structures 
are either listed or are eligible for listing on the State His-
toric Register. It could be argued that Burnham Hollow is 
itself  eligible as a coherent Historic District.
	 A representative from the Vermont Division for His-
toric Preservation (VDHP), which reviews such projects 
for their impact on historic resources, visited the site in 
February. Considering specifically only the 1792 farm-
house in the orchard itself, he concluded that “the facility 
will have no adverse effect on the historic character of any 
standing historic structures, districts, or landscapes.”
	 Photographs later taken from near the proposed site, 
and a study by an aesthetics consultant hired by neighbors 
group show that the installation would be visible from 
many vantage points in Burnham Hollow, including the 
Orchard house. Many neighbors think there will be an im-
pact on historic resources, including the viewscape that 
currently includes few structures less that 100 years old.
	 The PSB will eventually decide the fate of Orchard 
Solar I, and if their track record is any indicator, the proj-
ect will be approved.

roar of distant thunder, falling water and wind.  Looking 
in the direction the sound was coming from he saw a “dark 
somber,angrylooking cloud at the south”,”which seemed 
to rest on the mountains to the east and west of the Wait 
place.”   He watched the cloud for two hours and expected 
to get wet but “the cloud did not move north,south,east or 
west.” “No such rapid fall of water was ever known be-
fore or since in Vermont, . . . and should go on record fore 
the benefit of science”

	 References to locations this article were found on the 
1854 James Scott map of Rutland County, and on the Mid-
dletown map in 1869 Beer’s Atlas of Rutland County.

(cont. from page 1)

Help Wanted!
	 The Historical Society is looking for someone to scan 
past newsletters and convert them to .pdf files. We will 
mail you the paper copies to scan. You will email the scans 
back to us to be included in the Archive section of our 
website, www.MiddletownSprintngsHistoricalSociety.org .

Thanks!
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Gray Horse Power Treadmill Rebuilt
	 Merlyn Meyer wrote in April on behalf of the “West-
ern Minnesota Steam Threshers Reunion at Rolag, Minn.,” 
asking for information about the A.W. Gray horsepower 
treadmill that his group was rebuilding. All the wooden 
parts had to be replaced, he reported.  
	 The Society sent Mr. Meyer a CD Rom copy of the 
1885 A.W.Grays Sons catalogue, which has engraved 
illustrations of the treadmills as well as instructions for 
setting up and running the machines. We also sent him a 
color reference (Federal Blue) using the Wikipedia “List 
of colors by shade.”

	

He emailed again in July saying: “I have finished our 
treadmill and will attach a picture. We have tried it out 
with a couple of big men in it, but have yet to try it with a 
horse! Thank you for your help. All your information will 
help our display at our Show that runs over Labor Day 
weekend.”

Strawberry Festival

	 The weather was hot, the strawberries from Dutton’s 
were perfect. Dellveneri’s biscuits were outstanding.
	 The music by Paul Morgan, Dan McKeen and Scott 
Holliman was delightful. The flower arrangements by 
Lois Dansereau and Winsome Moran brought gasps of 
delight.
	 Thanks to Stewarts for the ice cream, to Thomas’ 
Dairy for the whipping cream, to Dietra Davis for the doll 
raffle prizes and for the loan of both the lawn furniture 
and the servers costumes,  and to Rosemary Moser and 
Tooti Zarfati for organizing the children’s activities.
	 Thanks to all the crafts and art vendors: Solange Mar-
tineau: note cards, photos & terrariums; Alan Grace: an-
tique & vintage clocks; Mahar Family: maple products; 
Peter Huntoon:  watercolor painting demonstration; Mau-
reen LaBate: honey & beeswax products;  Deb Squires: 
garden whimsy; Marion Albert: wood and metal work 
furniture and specialty items; Bud and Ann Krouse: “Gem 
in the Hills” book.
	 Thanks to the approximately 375 attendees who pur-
chased our signature strawberry shortcake desserts.  And 
many thanks to all the volunteers who helped us net al-
most $2,000 for the Strawberry Festival!

“Don’t bite the hand that feeds you!” For those who 
couldn’t attend the Strawberry Festival on June 26, 
here’s an image of what you missed.
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Family History Saved
by Alice Blakely Marsh

	 For the first time in my life I have received a gift 
of a Bible from a Jewish man. His brother found it in 
the parking lot of Lowe's Home Improvement Center 
in Brooklyn, N.Y.. 
	 My first Bible was a gift from my parents when 
I was ten years old. It was a King James version and   
had my name, Alice Blakely, embossed in gold on 
the cover.  Next I received a Standard Revised edi-
tion from my Sunday School teacher, Marjorie Mar-
tel, in Orwell, when I had completed the third grade 
in elementary school.  It was given along with many 
others at a Sunday service at the First Congregational 
Church. Years later I found the Bible that once be-
longed to my grandmother, Lucy Blakely, residing 
on a bookshelf near her bedroom in West Tinmouth. 
It was the Sunday School teacher’s edition given to her 
by her grandmother, Juliet Barrett Gray of Middletown 
Springs, when Lucy was 19 years old. I had never seen 
it before, nor had I seen her read it.  There was evidence 
throughout the book, however,that she had spent consid-
erable time with it. She made notes here and there and 
inserted printed material she was given at various times in 
her life.  
	 The Bible I received on May 14, 2016 was published 
in 1812!  That it had survived for 204 years is amazing. 
That a man named Ken Lazar would search for descen-
dants of those whose names were recorded in the Fam-
ily Record section is even more amazing.  He is a retired 
architect from Weston, Conn., married with two sons. He 
volunteers at his local historical society.  He has not been 
able to fully research his own ancestry because records 
were lost during the Holocaust.  He spent considerable 
time searching forward from what he knew of my ances-
tors to my generation, unlike the usual way genealogists 
to search backwards for those who are long dead. He had 
found me through an email inquiry to the Middletown 
Springs Historical Society, and I was made aware of the 
Bible in an email from David Wright.
	 In a phone conversation I agreed to meet with Ken 
and his wife in Brattleboro, halfway between his home 
and mine. He brought the Bible in a shopping bag, prob-
ably as safe a method as had been used before it was 
found in Brooklyn. After two and a half hours of travel 
for each of us, we made our way to our table at the Whet-
stone Restaurant, and the Bible was out and open among 
the glasses of water and bottles of mustard and  ketchup. I 
had wondered if I should bring my white gloves to touch 
this treasure! 
	 The book has been amazingly resilient and no pages 
were missing.  The front and back covers had long ago 
separated from the main part of the book but remain with 

it.  The publishing date of 1812 is clear on the first page.  
It easily opens to the Family Record section where the 
deaths of my Barrett and Thompson (spelled Thomson) 
ancestors were written in fine, old script. The last entry, 
for the death of Sally Barker, wife of “Jaazaniah Bar-
rett, of Middletown” was the clue that led Ken to contact 
MSHS. 
	 Jaazaniah was a merchant in Middletown. Sally Bark-
er was the sister of my third great grandmother, Eliza 
Barker. Sally and Eliza married brothers, Jaazaniah and 
Stephen.  Eliza was the mother of the aforementioned Ju-
liet Barrett Gray who was my grandmother Lucy Blake-
ly's grandmother.   
	 Sally and Eliza were daughters of Mabel Thompson 
and Eastus Barker. The ceremonial sash worn  by Eastus 
as High Sheriff of Rutland County resides in a glass case 
at MSHS. Blue and White bed curtains made from linen, 
spun and woven and embroidered by Mabel, are part of 
the Grover-Blakely collection at MSHS.                       
	 The thing most genealogists prize is a new puzzle on 
which to work. This Bible provided an entire Sunday of 
enjoyable research, and many new names for my family 
tree. The name of the woman who wrote the names in the 
Bible is written on a paper sewn into a page with needle 
and thread. A ten page letter written by this woman's son 
about her death in Tinmouth, was inserted in the pages. 
Another paper with names of ancestors back to the first 
immigrant Thompson man is included.  There will likely 
be many more days of searching on-line to be had!  
	 The mystery remains of how the 200-year-old Bible 
came to be abandoned in a Brooklyn parking lot.
	 Alice Blakely Marsh is the grandniece of Hazel Gro-
ver and was instrumental in the donation of the Grover-
Blakely collection of family history to the MSHS in 2001. 
(See Newsletter vol. 31, no.2, September 2000 online.)  
Alice lives in Jericho.

Alice Marsh and Ken Lazar view the 1812 Bible. Photo 
credit: Ken Lazar.
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� In Memoriam  �
Truman G. Esau, md, passed away on March 4th, 2016. 
He had been married 
for 64 years to Mari-
lyn Blake Esau, who 
died in November 
2014 (see Newsletter 
Vol. 46, #2 online). 
She was a descendant 
of Jonathan Haynes, 
Middletown Revolu-
tionary War veteran.
	 Truman was born in Wrentham, Massachusetts in 
1926. He met Marilyn at Wheaton College and married 
her, the love of his life, in 1950. He received his medi-
cal degree from Albany Medical College in Albany, New 
York, followed by internships and private practice in the 
Chicago area. Truman is survived by his son, Eric D. Esau 
of Whitewater, Colorado; and his daughter, Eileen L Juen-
emann of Plattsmouth, Nebraska; three grandchildren and 
three great-grandchildren. Marilyn and Truman were laid 
to rest in Mesa View Cemetery in Delta, Colorado.
	 Truman and Marilyn were members of the Society 
since 1985.

Jean Ann Reynolds, 80, died January 29 in Rutland. 
She was the daughter of Clark and Elsie (McLaughlin) 
Norton. She was a graduate of Middletown Springs High 
School.
	 Jean Ann and her mother were long time members 
of the Society. Elsie was a recipient of the Gold Headed 
Cane in 2010 and died in 2013 (see Newslettter Vol.44 #1 
online).  
	 Jean Ann is survived by a son, Mark Raymond of 
Rhode Island; and her daughter Zoey Raymond.

Roland Durham “Van” Van Guilder, 88, died in of 
Bloomington, Minn. on June 26. He was born in 1928 
on the farm where he 
was raised in Middle-
town Springs, the son of 
Elizabeth and Raymond 
Van Guilder. He was   the 
youngest of nine children 
and the last to leave the 
farm, moving with his par-
ents to Rutland. In 1946 
he met the love of his life, 
Frances Burchetta, and in 1948, they were married in 
Devon, Conn..

	 Van served in the US Navy in the Korean War, gradu-
ated from the Milwaukee School of Engineering and went 
to work for Sundstrand Corporation as Plant Engineer/
Plant Manager in Rockford Ill. He remained with Sun-
strand for his entire 30+ year career, opening a new plant 
in LaSalle, Ill. In 1967, and another in Ames, Ia. in 1971.  
When he retired at the Ames plant in 1991, he and Fran 
moved back to Rockford where they had many friends. In 
2014 they moved to Bloomington to be near their daugh-
ter Linda and her husband. Fran died there in 2015.
	 Van and Fran were members of the Society since the 
70s and were Life Members since 1984.
	 Van is  survived by two daughters, Christine Heming-
son of Austin, Texas and Linda Van Guilder of Minneton-
ka, Minn.; two grandaughters, Lindsey and Polly Heming-
son; and several nephews, nieces, and their children.

Roland “Van” Van Guilder wrote about “Farm Life Sixty-
five Years Ago” in the Newsletter, Vol. 32, No.1, February 
2001.  View it at http://www.middletownspringshistorical-
society.org/documents/feb-01.pdf.

Van Van Guilder visited Middletown Springs and  the 
site of his family farm on Wescott Rd. Ext., near Barker 
Mountain, in August 2015 with his daughters and their 
husbands. All that remains at the site of the farmhouse, 
which  burned in the 50s, are the stone foundation of the 
root cellar and a giant maple tree.  Van walked back down 
from the farm site near Barker Mountain on the road he 
followed to school some 80 years earlier.
	 The family visited the old schoolhouse (MES) and at-
tended a Van Guilder family reunion in Rutland.
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Middletown Springs Historical Society
P.O. Box 1121
Middletown Springs, VT 05757

Address Service Requested 

2016 Coming Events

Annual Meeting

Sunday, September 18th

Membership Information
Membership dues for 2016 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
Donations to MSHS, a 501 (c) (3) non-profit organization, 
are tax deductible.	

Visit our website:
www.MiddletownSpringsHistoricalSociety.org

Business Members
Blue Cat Bistro, John Rehlen

Gabe Friedman, Web Designer,
Green Mountain Timber Frames, Dan McKeen

Hermit Hill Books, Patricia McWilliams
Johnson Energy, Tom & Eileen Johnson

LaValley Building Supply
Mahar Family Maple, Ryan & Ann Marie Mahar

Manson Hall
Morgan Mountain Organic Gardeners

New England Slate Co., Chris Smid
Stewarts Dairy

Williams Hardware, Poultney, Bob Williams
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.

Items for Sale
•	 Copies of Historical Society Newsletters, $1 post paid.
•	 History of Middletown, by Barnes Frisbie, cd-rom or 

photocopy, $20, post paid.
•	 Historic photo notecards of Middletown Springs, box 

of 8, $12 post paid.
•	 Searching for Ichabod, by Julie Van Camp, $18, post 

paid.
•	 A Gem in the Hills, by Frances Krouse, $25, post paid.
•	 Antique Mineral Springs Water bottles, starting at $60.

Recent Acquisitions

John Fitch Box
	 This small decoup-
age decorated wooden box 
was recently acquired by 
the Society from an an-
tique dealer in Ft. Wayne, 
Indiana, whose father had 
purchased it years ago. An old note pasted into the inside 
reads “Made in Middletown Vermont by John Fitch, about 
1835 who was the brother of Anna Fitch Robinson wife of 
Ephraim Robinson of Pawlet, V.T.”

•	 Three watercolors by Bernard Shattuck and two oil 
paintings by Marilyn Parker.

•	 Framed photograph of Francis Hoadley and his wife 
at the dedication of the Hoadley Civil War monument, 
in 1904.

•	 Lucy Woods’ autograph book from friends and visi-
tors to the Valley Hotel in 1908.

•	 A collection of Solarfest posters
•	 A collection of Donald Kirk books by Edward M. 

Woolley, (whose daughter later settled in Middletown 
Springs), along with Anna Fenton’s quips and pre-
dictions, donated by Frank and Jan Asch.

Some of the above items were purchased through the Mu-
seum Fund, supported by gifts from donors like you!

Sunday, Sept. 18	 Annual Meeting with a pre-
sentation by Bill Powers, "The 
Powers Family: From Mitch-
elstown, Ireland to Middle-
town Springs, Vermont."

Sunday, Oct. 2	 Museum Open House
1 to 4 p.m.

at 2 p.m.


