GROWING HARDWICK: AN ADMINISTRATIVE HISTORY OF THE YOUNG TOWN!
Elizabeth H. Dow

Creating a new world is the daunting task each group of pioneers faced anew. Settlers drew
on remembered traditions they carried from their former homes as well as parameters established by
the state and federal governments, but, at a practical level, each new settlement had to reinvent the
concept of community for itself. Watching a community — in this case Hardwick — build its town
government from the beginning allows us to glimpse its basic assumptions about town government's
role in community life and how it used town government to respond to the evolving needs of the
community and the people in it.

The Republic of Vermont chartered the Town of Hardwick in 1781. The 1790 census shows
two families, those of Mark and Jabin Norris, living there.” Esther Munroe Swift, explains that the
1781 grant was to “a group of prominent Vermonters.” She notes that very few of the grantees
became settlers; most lived around Bennington. “Many of the grantees sold their Hardwick lands
to people who were not familiar with that part of the state and hence may not have known what a
wilderness they would be going to.” Mark Norris certainly didn’t, and later said he wouldn’t have
gone there if he’d known there were no mills. But he did stay, “and held most of the town offices.™
They settled along the Bayley-Hazen military road cut during the Revolutionary War, and they called
it "The Street" or "Hardwick Street," giving themselves a sense of community like those they had
come from.

Vermont became a state in 1791, a year after Norris arrived in Hardwick. He and other
settlers accepted the authority of both the state and federal governments.* They knew they would
have to define a local government eventually, but that would have to wait until after they assured
their own survival.

Typically in eastern wilderness settlements, grist and lumber millers followed the very first
settlers and preceded all other manufacturers. With mills to provide lumber and ground grain, the
community could survive, but frequently it took a decade or more for a community to attract millers
to settle in their midst.” Around 1797 or 1798, Samuel Stevens developed mills at the falls of the
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Lamoille River, and Stevensville, now East Hardwick, became the center of manufacturing activity.

On March 31, 1795, five years after the first settler arrived, the men of Hardwick held a
Town Meeting. Chartered colonial governments adopted the governance model developed by early
mercantile companies corporate, but the exact origins of town government are hazy. In 1795 New
Englanders already had 175 years of experience in forming towns, so the men of Hardwick did not
start from scratch.® But it was the first meeting in Hardwick, and at it, Norris and his neighbors
created the essential elements of a government:

* four officials to ensure enough resources to support a governmental structure and its
services — one Collector of Town Rates (tax collector), two Listers, one Treasurer;

* five officials to ensure a process for administering the town — a Moderator for meetings,
three Selectmen to execute established policies, and a Town Clerk to keep records;

* one officer to enforce decisions — a Constable to serve court orders, enforce local
ordinances, and perhaps destroy dangerous dogs and injured deer and remove disorderly people from
town meetings,

* three officers to regulate tax-funded work - three Surveyors of Highways to ensured that
work on the roads met expected standards. Vermont's early highway laws decreed that all male
inhabitants between sixteen and sixty (except ministers) pay a tax of sixteen shillings or work on the
roads for four days each year. The Surveyors of Highways saw that every man participated in road
maintenance according to the road tax levied against him and that the roads met the minimum
standards of the day. Since workers and surveyors alike had other things to do, it was to everyone's
advantage to make roads as straight (thus short) as possible. That may account for roads like Ward
Hill or Town Farm Road which were laid out as straight up the side of a hill as possible.’

* one officer to support the established church as Tithingman. Although the federal
constitution forbade Congress from creating an established church, most New England towns,
Hardwick included, had an established church which, until the early part of the 19" century, people
were obliged to support and attend. The tithingman kept order during church services. He carried a
long pole with a knob at one end and a clump of feathers or a squirrel’s tail at the other. He used the
knob to strike restless children or chase stray dogs; he used the feathers or squirrel’s tail to tickle
those who had fallen asleep.® The tithingman also noted absences of healthy people and saw that
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their absences happened infrequently.’

* four officers to regulate commerce — Hay Wards (wardens). Hay wards impounded and fed
stray cattle until their owners could redeem them.' Thus, they protected people’s crops and gardens
from damage by stray hungry cattle, and they also protected the strays from damage by others. The
number of hay wards fluctuated over the years, depending on need.

Atits second Town Meeting, 1796, the town voted to call a minister to establish a church the
town would support.'" Since Hardwick had a tithingman already in place, the people must have held
informal services; one source reports that Mark Norris was “a preacher of the gospel”.'” Calling a
minister implies a desire for a more formal arrangement. The church served as the guardian of all
orderliness outside the marketplace. Church councils investigated, tried, and adjudicated
transgressions in personal behavior prescribed by church laws and community standards. Church
councils had the power to excommunicate a transgressor from the church community, a powerful
deterrent when the church offered the only social life outside the family.

An organized community with a church and a government attracted more settlers, and settlers
attracted more merchants and tradesmen. The second wave of tradesmen included a miller, followed
by a tanner, a blacksmith, a cabinet maker, a wheelwright, a shoemaker, an innkeeper, a general
merchant, and a potash factory which provided one of the few sources of cash in a wilderness
economy."

As more people moved in, concerns about orderliness and honesty intensified, so at its fourth
town meeting, 1798, Hardwick elected additional town officials to regulate commerce and protect
consumers and to arbitrate conflicting claims — a fence viewer, to arbitrate boundary disputes, and
a leather sealer, to certify the quality of leather. In 1799, it elected three members to "the committee
to inspect the town treasurer and reports to the town" to audit the books.

Children had arrived in Hardwick nearly as soon as adults, and they worked alongside the
adults who cleared the land and built homesteads. When survival was the issue, formal education
seemed like a luxury. However, in a free-market economy and direct democracy, citizens must know
how to read, write, and do the arithmetic necessary for honest transactions. Thus, after the hard work
of establishing themselves, communities built schools to educate their children. In 1799, with
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approximately 50 children under the age of 10, and another 20 between 10 and 18, Hardwick
established four school districts which taxed themselves to build school buildings and pay teachers."*

The town grew. In 1800 it held 263 people in seven highway districts."> Another village had
developed at the intersection of the Lamoille River and a pass through the hills to Woodbury and
Montpelier.'® The increase in people meant an increase in the number of domestic animals, and in
1800 the town decreed that swine could not run free. It also elected three "Pound Keepers" to round
up and hold stray animals that the Hay Warden had no responsibility for."”

As the population grew, social strata developed. By 1800, it was clear that not all pioneers
were successful. Some could not pay their taxes, and the town elected a "vendue master for constable
and collection officer." It was his unhappy job to sell off property for unpaid taxes. Also in 1800 the
town elected another consumer protection officer called the Sealer of Weights and Measures. It
elected its final consumer protection officers in 1802 — two Surveyors of Lumber.

By 1804, fourteen years after the initial settlers arrived, the community had enough
impoverished incompetents, elderly, widows, orphans, and infirm that it grudgingly accepted some
responsibility for their care. It appointed the selectmen as "Overseers of the Poor." Typically the
Selectmen arranged for orphans to serve as indentured servants. They auctioned off adults and
families to whomever would provide for them at the lowest cost to the town. In 1807 the Overseer
function had grown large enough that the town appointed a committee to function as auditor of the
"Overseers' " accounts.'®

By 1811 the town had been settled for twenty-one years, and many people had died. Initially
people buried their dead privately, but in 1811 the town saw a need to regulate burials and care for
graves; it elected two sextons for town cemeteries. Creating the office of sextons appears to have
signaled the creation of town cemeteries, as the death dates on all but four markers in the Sanborn
and Hazen Road Cemeteries occur in 1811 or later."”

Early government in Hardwick secured its own ability to function so it could build roads,
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educate children, and, lest disputes between buyers and sellers bring disorder to the community,
assure a standard of products and practices in the commercial sector. It offered only minimal support
for those who could not function in the marketplace. It took no role in domestic disputes, and it had

little interest in non-commercial disputes between people. Instead, it supported a church that
addressed those issues.



