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 It is too easy to speak of “New England”. To the outsider, the states of New 

England form a unity, each one too small and too indistinct to merit any further consideration 

beyond their constituent roles in the regional identity. Even many New Englanders are quick to 

assign a great deal of currency to the New England mystique—an at-large cultural 

understanding which is presumedly shared by the six states in much the same way that a 

religious doctrine is shared by all of a church’s communicants. Never mind for now whether 

the old Yankee archetype is truly alive today or ever was alive in the first place. Only the most 

cursory of glances at the vast array of scholarship, popular press, and folklore which treats 

New England as an impervious, unvariegated bloc is necessary to realize that the individual 

conception of the New England states is subservient to and dwarfed by the conception of New 

England writ large. Ask a potential tourist about any particular state in New England and 

you’re likely to get back a vision of stone walls, quaint “ayuh”s, ivied colleges, and the kind of 

mass-produced Yankee magazine propagandic gloss that could apply equally well to any of the 

six states. The “states of New England” have been reduced merely to “New England,” a cultural 

monolith drawn out in imprecise, finger-painted smudges. Nowhere else is this the case: 

California does not pull Oregon or Nevada into its orbit; the differences between New York 

and Pennsylvania are starkly delineated; and even discussions of the South make clear the 

chasms between places like Louisiana and South Carolina.

 But New England isn’t a monoculture, and, in fact, it’s subject to its own inner 

sectionalism which, at a small scale, echoes those great sectional tensions which our nation 

debates with such concern and urgency. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the case of 

Vermont and New Hampshire: two states so similar in geography that even some New 

Englanders have trouble telling which is which, and yet whose environmental, cultural, social, 

political, and economic structures could hardly be more different. “New Hampshire and 

Vermont are often lumped together in an outsider’s view,” writes Judson D. Hale Sr., the former 

publisher of Yankee, “but residents of both states are aware how remarkably different each is 
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from the other.”1 It doesn’t take a lot of time spent in the two states to realize that they just 

don’t combine easily into one seamless agglomeration. “Most people who know them well like 

one or the other,” writes Hale. “Not both.”2 The Connecticut River forms the Mason–Dixon 

Line for a conflict which is playful but proud, and Vermont and New Hampshire form the 

warring siblings whose sectional quarrels reveal a great deal about just how fractious New 

England really can be.

i. green mountains versus white: the lay of the land

 It only takes a brief drive through the two states—a task which can be accomplished in 

only a few hours—to realize that they simply look very different. Even towns which would be 

adjacent save for the Connecticut River and the political boundary which it represents often 

look as though they are informed by two disparate cultural understandings—and, to a large 

extent, they are. Citizens of New Hampshire and Vermont have made conscious decisions to 

order their towns, their homes, and their businesses in very different ways, and these ways have 

been reinforced both in cultural tradition and legal authority. 

 It is not just in the built environment, though, that New Hampshire and Vermont 

appear so different. Though they appear on a map as perfect inversions of the other, “each 

calling the other an upside-down version of itself,” the structural geography of the states is 

different enough to have guided their inhabitants down different paths.3  Millions of years ago, 

New Hampshire “lay on the edge of the continent as a new ocean basin opened and then closed 

nearby,” and the tectonic forces that opened up the present-day Atlantic Ocean 

metamorphosed much of New Hampshire’s geologic inventory into schists, gneisses, and other 
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high-grade metamorphics.4  These rock systems are particularly 

resistant to weathering, and so New Hampshire retains its 

famously rugged White Mountains and a swath of mosty-ledgy 

land reaching out to the seacoast. Vermont’s western border lies 

along the failed rift valley which forms the Champlain-Hudson 

corridor, and its geology is predominantly sedimentary deposits 

from the Cambrian, Precambrian, and Ordovian ages.5  These rock 

formations are both softer and richer in organics, and hence Vermont gained the more gentle 

Green Mountain range and a two fertile valleys running towards the Champlain and 

Connecticut watersheds.

 Vermont’s geologic landscape is mostly homogenous, dominated 

by the rolling Green Mountains which run on a north-south axis through 

much of the length of the state. Absent any major lakes or rivers other than 

the ones at its margins, Vermont’s surface hydrology is dominated by small 

brooks and coldwater streams, which make its landscapes almost 

uniformly pleasant, from the Massachusetts border to the Canadian one. A 

few mountain ranges funnel transportation into notches here and there, 

but nowhere to the dramatic extent of the Franconia or Pinkham Notch corridors in New 

Hampshire. Mostly, the Vermont landscape lazily stretches out across its domain, interrupted 

at intervals by rolling mountains and the streams which seep out from their meltwatery heads, 

but for the most part similar throughout the state.

 New Hampshire, on the other hand, is a state of clear geologic subregions. Though its 

thirteen miles of coastline are the least of any coastal state in the country, behind the Atlantic 
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lies a coastal lowland stretching out about twenty miles inland.6 Along the shores of the 

brackish Great Bay and the broad Piscataqua River lies a maritime community dominated by 

estuaries and tidal flats. Behind this stretches the flat shield of the Merrimack and Connecticut 

River valleys, which extend all the way west to Vermont and north to the Lakes Region. Most of 

New Hampshire’s population is congregated in this region, and it is home to the powerful 

waters of the Merrimack River which called into being the industrial axis of Concord, 

Manchester, and Nashua. North of this lies the large lakes of Winnipesaukee, Squam, and 

Newfound, which form the first belt of the tourist economy. The second belt is formed by the 

White Mountains, which divide New Hampshire in two and make up the state’s most 

recognizable landmarks. Behind this is 

the relatively isolated North Country, a 

mountainous, predominantly rural area 

which prods north into Canada.

 The geological features of both 

states are evident in their histories and 

their patterns of development. 

Benefitting from its proximity to the sea 

and its accessibility from Massachusetts 

via the Merrimack River, New 

Hampshire was settled first. Explorers 

from the Massachusetts Bay Colony had already reached Endicott Rock on the south short of 

Lake Winnipesaukee in 1652 and claimed the entire area south of it for Massachusetts; New 

Hampshire’s current border did not emerge until 1740.7  British colonial authorities oftentimes 

granted tracts in New Hampshire to the leading proprietors of Massachusetts, and its flat 
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southern sections became a natural extension of the slow spread of agricultural communities 

out from Boston. Vermont, not easily accessible from Boston, remained largely unexplored, a 

stop for traders and armies traversing from the Long Island Sound to Canada along the 

Hudson or the Connecticut. Its distance from the fledgling colonial cities made it difficult for 

anything but scattered communities to form, and its development “dallied, mired in border 

disputes.”8

 But, despite New Hampshire’s early lead in rural development, the state’s geological 

makeup was simply unequipped for serious husbandry. Leaving aside the fairly fertile seacoast 

plains, New Hampshire’s soils begin as marginal rocky 

humus suitable for subsistence crops in the south and 

rapidly disintegrate into unfarmable glacial till as one moves 

north. Vermont, on the other hand, is, for a New England 

state, relatively well-suited to farming, with two fertile river 

valleys and a topography which even towards its most severe 

is still grazable.

 New Hampshire, though, has the Merrimack River, 

and, though it was useful for transportation and trade from 

the early days, it was not until Francis Cabot Lowell formed the Boston Manufacturing 

Corporation in 1813 that the real value of New England’s river stock became clear.9  The 

explosive success of the mill manufacturing that swept through places like Waltham and 

Malden and finally reached its zenith in the planned manufacturing city of Lowell just a few 

miles south of New Hampshire on the Merrimack inspired a run of businessmen on the newly-

lucrative natural waterfalls in Concord, Manchester, and Nashua. It would not be long before 
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human construction would splay itself out upon the Merrimack, as Thoreau observed in A 

Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers:

Standing at its mouth, look up its sparkling stream to its source,—a silver cascade which falls all 

the way from the White Mountains to the sea,—and behold a city on each successive plateau, a 

busy colony of human beaver around every fall.  Not to mention Newburyport and Haverhill, 

see Lawrence, and Lowell, and Nashua, and Manchester, and Concord, gleaming one above the 

other.10

 This geological provenance, attributable to no cultural or sociological machinations 

but the hand of tectonic forces alone, led to the first major divide between the two states, and 

the one on which almost all the other differences are predicated on: New Hampshire’s history 

and identity is inextricably linked to an industrial way of life, and Vermont’s to an agricultural 

one. This is, of course, a generalization rather than a fixed rule, and though “Vermont is 

thought of as rural and New Hampshire as industrial, [...] Vermont has considerable industry 

and New Hampshire has hundreds of square miles of rural countryside.”11 But, for the most 

part, the way these two states have grown up since the middle of the nineteenth century has 

been dominated by this polarity guided into place at the suggestion of the shape of the land.

ii. new hampshire’s factories and vermont’s farms, yesterday and today

 By the end of the nineteenth century, a simple map of the canals in Vermont and New 

Hampshire was enough to divine where the industrial locus of the region was seated. New 

Hampshire had Cromwell’s Canal, Union Canal, Amoskeag Canal, Hooksett Canal, Bow 

Canal, and Sewall’s Canal all built along the Merrimack to accelerate the high-pitched 

commercial society which pumped raw materials into the factory cities and manufactured 

goods out. Three canals—Bellows Falls, Queeche, and White River Junction—lay on the 
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Connecticut at the Vermont-New Hampshire border, but not a single canal lay within the 

boundaries of Vermont.12  Canals were an acme symbol of American industrial might at this 

point, and their prevalence in New Hampshire indicated that the state’s economy had firmly 

subscribed to Francis Cabot Lowell’s vision to build industry not in the form of individual, 

peronally held mills, but “to build a huge complex of mills at one large waterpower site, with 

the costs shared by a group of investors rather than met by one individual.”13 Vermont’s 

economy had not, both because it had no rivers suitable for the new industrial vogue and 

because it simply did not have the locations where investors could relocate a large labor force 

of farm girls and, later, immigrants.

 The rise of the mill system meant that New Hampshire’s handicap of soil fertility was 

now immaterial, as the factories shared few geographic demands with farms. Said one 

observer, “In the most desolate and rocky situation, avoided by all human beings since the 

settling of the Pilgrims as the image of loneliness and barrenness, amid rocks and stumps and 

blasted trees, there is a waterfall ... Here factories are erected in this barren waste, and 

suddenly a large population is gathered.”14  Waterpower began New England’s great economic 

transformation from rural to urban, a transformation which hit fever pace in New Hampshire 

but, until well into the twentieth century, left Vermont mostly alone. Ralph Nading Hill allows 

that “because it is too far away from markets and sources of raw materials, the Green Mountain 

State does not attract heavy industry,” but points out that “it is thus spared the social and 

economic ills of great smoking cities.”15

 Having canals and mills was, for the most part, equivalent to having urban areas 

themselves, for few towns remained viable without a mill and no mills could grow up without 

Nelson 7

12 Robinson, William F. Abandoned New England: Its Hidden Ruins and Where to Find Them (Boston: New York Graphic 
Society, 1976), 21.

13 Ibid., 115.

14 Ibid., 115.

15 Hill, Ralph Nading. Yankee Kingdom. 279.



some sort of an urban setting to support their need for commercial exchanges and cheap 

labor. Frank Beard of the Maine Historical Commission noted that “You can almost say ‘How 

many towns are there in New England?’ and then multiply by one and a half and say ‘That’s 

how many mills.’”16 The mill represented a new way of life for New England communities, and 

one that came just as the relative value of smallholding agriculture was collapsing next to the 

new territories opening in the west. “When the rural populations of both states were lured 

West by the discovery of gold in California, easier farming, and just plain Yankee restlessness,” 

says Hale, “New Hampshire’s lost population was more than made up for by immigrants, who, 

instead of battling with all those New Hampshire rocks, went to work in the growing factories 

and mills.”17 

 The absence of a strong manufacturing presence in Vermont thus meant the absence of 

very many modern urban communities. Town life continued to order itself along the old 

farming community centers, complete with the whitewashed meeting halls and common 

greens which make up the core of the New England mythotype. In fact, a majority of 

Vermont’s larger communities, with Burlington the major exception, 

spent almost all their life completely absent a large-scale industrial 

presence. While New Hampshire suddenly gained attention for places 

like Manchester, the “colossus of the textile world,” Vermont remained 

the “milkshed for greater Boston and New York by way of a century 

and a half of trial and error with almost every crop and animal that 

would grow in the hills and be sold for a profit.”18

 Downtown Bennington today still looks very much like a farm town, with its central 

axis dominated by municipal buildings and storefronts. There is no river flowing through it to 
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ordinate its development, and no large brick 

manufacturing buildings lumbering on the 

backside of downtown. Compare this with 

Nashua, whose downtown clings to the falls of 

the Nashua River, and whose Main Street 

buildings once housed corporate offices for the 

manufacturing plants. The massive mill 

complexes, now mostly dormant, shroud 

downtown on all sides, and the streets are 

clearly laid out in cooperation with the dictates of the mill economy. The rail infrastructure 

which served as the arterial corridor for the textile economy still runs through the urban 

heart, and the metropolitan ethic brought along with it is clearly preserved in the layout of the 

city.

 Where Bennington has a residential structure still dominated by the central 

townhouses of doctors and lawyers and spokes of farmhouses belonging to the community 

which provided the town center’s economic support, Nashua has a decidedly urban housing 

stock, with gridded streets and row houses centrally planned by the mill corporation to house 

as many laborers as possible. Though few active farmers still live in Bennington and the mills 

are all but defunct in Nashua, both communities retain the unmistakable prints of the 

economic forces which built them.

 Of course, the decline of mill industry as the United States’ economic forces shifted 

once again during the twentieth century had just as much of an effect on the two states as did 

the rise. Suffering the worst was New Hampshire, with Manchester already being described in 

the New York Times as a failed city by 1936:

The grilled gates are locked and the fallen leaves swirl beyond them in the mill yard which the 

weeds have occupied. In places grass has overgrown the railway sidings, while around the newer 
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buildings on the river’s right bank the shrubbery is already tangled and unkempt. Paint peels 

from exposed woodwork. Electric lights are broken. On the clock tower the hands stand 

obstinately at 8.19

With the bankrupting, foreclosure, or absorption by conglomerates of the majority of New 

Hampshire’s manufacturing concerns, the state began to face the same set of urban crises that 

was overrunning places like New Haven, Connecticut; Paterson, New Jersey; and any of a 

number of old northeastern manufacturing cities. It was an economic catastrophe which 

Vermont, more isolated from the whims of the manufacturing economy than New Hampshire, 

did not share.

 But out of the collapse grew a revival, as southern New Hampshire profited from the 

radiant economic growth of the Boston–Route 128 complex. It found in its mill stock the 

perfect preconstructed buildings for new firms, and its southern cities became magnets for 

professionals fleeing similar urban decay in the center of Boston. Vermont has in recent years 

become the home to a modern, postindustrial economy as well, but it has done so largely 

without the intermediate step of a manufacturing economy, and this omission is clearly 

evidenced in the condition of the state. While New Hampshire continues to grow in fits and 

starts, unplanned and disorganized, Vermont has grown slower and more meticulously, 

overseen by state regulation and with caution towards the imperfect organization of ruckus 

capitalism. Where New Hampshire has subscribed to a notion of economic muscle, Vermont 

has subscribed to one of careful maintenance of the state’s charm.  “New Hampshire industry 

has survived various economic cataclysms with surprising vigor and is responsible today for 

the modest growth of the state’s population—while Vermont has gained more slowly,” writes 

Ralph Nading Hill. However, he adds: “Presumably the moral of this is that if Vermont wants to 

grow it should have more industry. It could use more, comfortably, but if it had as much as 
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New Hampshire its character might change and that, to its tens of thousands of admirers, 

would be a loss hard to calculate.”20

 New Hampshire was happy to allow its population centers to shift towards the cities 

under the pressure of modernization and capitalism; Vermonters, on the other hand, decried 

the forces which they saw as conspiring to erase the rural framework of their state. In 1970, the 

state passed Act 250, which governed land use and established farm-acquisition laws, in 

protest of the growing trend of impersonal development on old agricultural homesteads.21 The 

state became a locus for organizations like the Ottauqueeche Land Trust, a group of concerned 

Vermonters who alone preserved over ten thousand acres of the state’s farms. Across the state, 

locals react with skepticism to the development money which New Hampshire welcomed with 

open arms. One country store even sold “Forever Farming” t-shirts to help raise money to save 

a farm which was in the sights of an out-of-state developer.22

 The cultural understanding of Vermont thus still revolves around an idealized notion 

of New England farm life, a notion which comes as a result of centuries of relatively stable and 

isolated economic activity. New Hampshire, more volatile and industrious, is more likely to 

take the practical opinion over the preservationist one, sentimentally attached to no bucolic 

vision of its own past.

iii. francophones and city millionaires: cultural settling patterns of the states

 Though the original stock of both states is a similar Yankee blood which settled the 

early agricultural communities of New England, throughout time Vermont and New 

Hampshire began to draw their people from very different cultural pools.
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 The first great social shift came from the extraction of 

New Hampshire’s farm girls from the countryside into the mills, a 

process which was only half completed. Whereas Massachusetts, at 

least in its eastern half, turned over almost all of its communities 

into urban centers, and Vermont turned over almost none, New 

Hampshire sat somewhere in between. From Concord south, the 

Merrimack watershed drained not only water but also labor down 

to the river flowing through New Hampshire’s middle. But the state 

was still rural enough, and entrenched enough in its ways, that 

many in the farming communities remained suspicious of the 

manufacturing centers which were drawing their young people away 

to a suspect life in the mills.

 When the mill owners realized that farm girls demanded reasonable pay and decent 

living conditions, they decided that they could be more profitable by hiring immigrants, 

paying them subsistence wages, and cramming them into tenement housing. And so southern 

New Hampshire began to draw people of a distinctly non-New England breed into its 

manufacturing vortex. In southern New England, these immigrants came in the form of a wave 

of Irish followed by a wave of Italians, and these populations certainly did make themselves felt 

in New Hampshire. But the largest number of New Hampshire immigrants were Quebecois 

French Canadians.

 The productivity of Quebec’s farms collapsed in the middle of the nineteenth century 

under the alternate pressures of poor soils, poor markets, and a powerful lumber industry 

which forced farmers into becoming economic vassals in l’economie agro-forestière.23 New 

England, meanwhile, was enjoying the largest economic boom in its history, and “the 
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industrial gap, combined with structural problems which plagued Quebec’s agriculture during 

the 19th and the first half of the 20th century, created an economic climate where thousands of 

French Canadians were pushed to emigrate in order to earn a living.”24 The economic gap 

became so large that it eventually overwhelmed the sentiment the Francophones had for 

home, and a mass migration began out of Canada.

 In the beginning, many French Canadians actually chose Vermont over New 

Hampshire, as Vermont’s farms, timber yards, and rural brickworks were easily accessible to 

the Canadians arriving from the north. In 1860, Vermont had 44.3% of the Franco-American 

population of New England; New Hampshire, only 4.7%. But as the 

industrialization of New Hampshire exploded and rail links improved 

between Montréal, Quebec City, and the Merrimack River valley en route 

to Boston, New Hampshire began drawing in the Quebec population. By 

1930, New Hampshire was the home for 101,324 Franco-Americans, or 

13.6% of their distribution in New England; Vermont had only 41,286.25

 Franco-Americans were informed by a very different 

fundamental cultural understanding than their Yankee counterparts. 

Catholicism was largely unknown to most of New England at the time, 

and the influx of the new religious order caused some tension amongst 

the old blueblooded Protestant families. For this reason, the 

Francophones found themselves more at home in the larger, more urban centers of New 

Hampshire, where they could build a church and a “Little Canada” quarter where they would 

have family, friends, and protection from the small-town Protestantism which was inescapable 

in rural New England. They came to New Hampshire in l’émigration en chaîne, where a head of 
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a family would first move, followed by their family and their neighbors until an entire 

Quebecois community had picked up and replanted itself inside a New Hampshire one.26

 The French made their presence felt in the New Hampshire cities. They published 

newspapers—like L’Impartial in Nashua and L’Avenir 

National in Manchester—and clubs—like Le Club 

Dramatique Canadien-Francais de Manchester—to 

preserve their Francophone culture, and, in doing so, 

became a constituent part of the broader New Hampshire 

society.27  Such cultural cells were not completely absent in 

Vermont, but the makeup of Vermont was too diffuse and 

too homogenous to allow the Francophones to gain much 

traction. Once again, Vermont’s priority on preserving its 

rural Yankee character took primacy, while in New 

Hampshire the cultural free-for-all had much less of a 

tempering mechanism.

 At the same time as the Canadians were discovering 

economic opportunity in New Hampshire, New Yorkers 

were discovering summer hideaways in Vermont. Both New 

Hampshire and Vermont have been resort destinations ever since Boston and New York began 

churning out enough leisure class citizens to demand the services of tourist communities, but 

Vermont particularly has served as the magnet for the wealthy élite of New York and the 

remainder of the country.

 Deliberate planning on the part of the railroad companies and, later, the federal 

highway system, made this so. New Hampshire is easily accessible from Boston, and so New 
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Hampshire along with Maine has long been a mainstay for summering Bostonians. But for 

New York and thus consequently for the rest of the country, vacationers looking for “New 

England” have been funneled to Vermont, first along the lines of the Central Vermont Railroad 

and then up Interstate 91, which runs from New Haven up the Connecticut River, depositing 

tourists amongst the meticulously maintained boutiques and carefully preserved farmhouses 

of Vermont. They have, not on accident, largely been kept away from the more hardscrabble 

communities of New Hampshire.

 When city entertainers Bob Wallace and Phil Davis, along with their match-up twins, 

Betty and Judy Haynes, plan to spend the holidays in the New England countryside in the 1952 

film White Christmas, they of course go to a cabin in Vermont, singing longingly on the train 

ride there of “those glist’ning houses that seem to be built of snow, snow / oh, to see a 

mountain covered with a quilt of snow.”28 A quick walk through the parking lot of the ski areas 

of Stowe, Killington, or Stratton in Vermont turns up a huge number of New York and 

Connecticut license plates; walk through Wildcat or Loon in New Hampshire and all the out-

of-staters are from Massachusetts.

 And while Vermont has welcomed the affluent city crowd into their state—even, at 

times, specifically designed its towns to accommodate a New Yorker’s conception of what New 

England ought to look like—New Hampshirites have tended to treat their tourists with a 

mixture of scorn and exploitation, maintaining at once that they are an absolutely necessary 

economic resource and that they are the harbingers of “creeping Massachusettsism.”29 New 

Yorkers like Mrs. Rodney Fiske describe lovingly their estates in Vermont sitting in “the little 

village in the hills.”30 On the contrary, New Hampshireites invented the neologism “Masshole” 

for their southern neighbors.
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iv. the playgrounds: vermont and new hampshire as advertised

 “Every one of the six New England States is essentially a summer vacation territory,” 

exudes the Boston & Maine Railroad’s Resorts for the Vacationist Illustrated, “but New 

Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine are pre-eminently such.”31  As resort communities, New 

Hampshire and Vermont have always been defined as much by the potential tourists looking at 

them from the outside as they have been by their own citizens on the inside. Preconceptions of 

the two states, painted in the glossy tones of railroad travel bureaus and tourist companies 

seeking to draw city dwellers into a mythic north country, reveal something about how the two 

states strut their wares.

 Vermont issued the first official state barrage in the tourist arena, 

publishing the “profusely illustrated” tourist gazette titled with the uniquely 

Vermontish self-important name Vermont, Designed by the Creator for the 

Playground of the Continent in 1911. The State of New Hampshire 

responded fourteen years later with its unpretentiously named The Summer 

Playground of America.32  Ever since, the two states have been in a constant 

bidding war for tourist money and prestige.

 No doubt their advertisements target different crowds. From the 

earliest days of tourist advertising, New Hampshire has been hawking its 

unique natural features and iconographic tourist hotspots with a penchant 

for gimmicks and grabs. “The innumerable ‘points of interest’ hereabouts,” 

says the Boston & Maine’s tour guide of North Woodstock, “include those remarkable products 

of river erosion, ‘The Mummies,’ the Eddy, Artist’s View, the Sweetheart Rocks, Mt. Cilley, the 

ice caves, Mirror lake, Loon pond lake and cascades, Bell’s cascades, and the picturesque Lost 

River [...] there are few places on the continent more superbly endowed with scenic charms 
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and all the other attractions that go to make up the ideal tourist center.”33  Mt. Washington, the 

highest summit in the northeast, was advertised less for its powerful natural majesty and 

windswept summit than it was for its toll road and cog railroad that entrepreneurial investors 

built for the tourist industry by the end of the nineteenth century. The Rand McNally & Co. 

Guide to the New England States notes that Mt. Washington’s famous Fabyan House “can shelter 

500 guests, and is always filled by a jolly throng who seek not retirement but excitement.” It 

also points to the vendors that were quick to spring up at the new tourist nodes: a “large 

steam-heated hotel is maintained on the summit during the operation of the road” and “there 

are dealers in souvenirs, etc.”34

 Today, the New Hampshire tourist economy still relies on a set of family-friendly, glitzy 

tourist pulls that emphasize the novel over the pastoral. The White Mountains Attractions 

Association is an industry group whose heavily advertised attractions include Clark’s Trading 

Post, a theme park with trained bear performers and “Wolfman” miniature train rides; Santa’s 

Village, a hypercommercialized Christmas-themed carnival; Six Gun City, a Western-themed 

fun park; and a whole host of other water slides, aerial tramways, theme parks, and train 

rides.35 Weirs Beach, in Laconia, is about as New Hampshire as tourism gets: a strip of arcades, 

pizza vendors, and underneath-the-boardwalk miniature golf establishments that’s a micro-

scale replication of Coney Island on the shores of Lake Winnipesaukee. It’s the site of the 

annual Laconia Motorcycle Week, a hedonistic celebration of steel and gasoline that always 

results in a few deaths each year despite a massive police presence and where leather vendors 

always “seem to do well.”36
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 Vermont’s tourist industry, in striking contrast, has always stressed every possible 

variation on the word “quaint.” The Rand McNally guide was already gushing in 1897 about 

Brattleboro’s “admirably arranged, well-labeled and compendious zoological collections,” and 

notes with approval the “many costly and elegant homes, mostly surrounded by hedges which 

flourish here exceedingly.”37 Vermont kept its Main Streets clean and its rustic charm 

meticulously preserved in order to appeal to the exact rural sensibility that vacationing city 

folk were looking for. “New Hampshire is inhabited by real people who drive pickup trucks 

with gun racks and NRA bumpers stickers; Vermont is a theme park full of Bostonians, New 

Yorkers, and Nebraskans dressed up in Vermont suits,” writes Donald Hall, New Hampshire’s 

former poet laureate, with only partial irony. “In August Vermont drones with the sound of 

string quartets while motorcycle gangs converge on Laconia.”38

 Today, Vermont’s official tourism Web page does not mention any “attractions”—its 

headline topics point the potential tourist at the choosier words “recreation,” “arts & culture,” 

“nature,” and “farms.”39 Even the independent Vermont Attractions Association is awash in the 

imagery of barns, grazing animals, crafts, and wineries. Its list of sightseeing opportunities is 

dominated by places like Basketville, Horsford Gardens & Nursery, the Neighborly Farms of 

Vermont, and the Vermont Country Store.40 Vermont has done all it can to promote a state 

character in which Hall jokes “a state law requires that [brook trout] be preboned and stuffed 

with wild rice delicately flavored with garlic and thyme [and] Calvin Klein will sign your 

woodshed for $250,000.” In Vermont, as the state may just as well be telling its tourists, “you 

can buy your boots precaked with odorless manure.”41
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v. taxes, billboards and liquor stores: political manifestations of cultural splits

 Just before the 2004 election, 

the Boston Globe published a 

proposal that the United States can 

be divided up into ten political 

regions of roughly even population 

based on demographics, political 

principles, and voting results. New 

England was placed almost entirely 

in the “Upper Coasts” region, 

described as “relatively affluent and well-educated,” and “arguably more liberal than the 

Northeast Corridor.” All of Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Vermont, and the 

populated areas of Maine fell under this designation. New Hampshire, bucking the trend along 

with backwoods Maine, did not qualify; instead, it was named by the authors as a “Sagebrush” 

region, “after the Sagebrush Rebellion of the late 1970s, which was fueled by resentment 

towards federal democracy.” No other state east of Oklahoma fit this bill.42

 New Hampshire has a long history of libertarian politics that don’t sync up with that of 

its New England neighbors; Vermont has a history of moderate communitarianism. While 

Vermont’s Constitution tilts towards the quasi-socialist with phrases such as “private property 

ought to be subservient to public uses when necessity requires it,” New Hampshire is the only 

state so suspicious of government itself that it includes as the tenth article of its Constitution a 

“right of revolution.” Legislators in New Hampshire are paid only $200 across a two-year 

term; Vermont legislators make $589 a week and $118 a day for special session, plus lodging, 
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meals, and mileage.43 New Hampshire’s famous state motto, “Live Free Or Die,” personifies the 

state’s stubbornly contrarian spirit; Vermont’s “Freedom and Unity” calls up images of 

peaceful, utopian government.

 New Hampshire is famous for its fierce aversion to taxes and government expenditures, 

and very few elected officials can make it into state politics without rabidly reaffirming their 

hatred for broad-based taxes. New Hampshireites would never “elect Madeleine Kunin, 

Vermont’s recent foreignborn, Jewish, Democratic woman governor, to the office of fence 

viewer—or any office involving the spending of money.”44 The right-wing Wheelabrator 

Foundation published A Comparative Study of the Fiscal Systems of New Hampshire and 

Vermont, 1940–1974, and found that Vermont had the third-heaviest personal tax burden in 

the country while New Hampshire had the 

fourty-seventh.45

 The political leanings of the two states 

are evidenced in the built environment. 

Libertarian New Hampshire has weak state 

controls over planning, environmental 

protection, and historical protection, while the 

Vermont government exhibits few reserves with 

keeping control over the development of the 

state. Vermont was the last state to get a McDonald’s and the last to get a Wal-Mart; the state’s 

Act 250 has done all it can to limit franchises like these to the smallest reach 
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possible.46 Meanwhile, New Hampshire is famous for its highways covered in billboards 

advertising fireworks and state-run liquor stores stationed in exits off the interstate highways

—features that Vermonters would deride as tacky but which New Hampshirites support as a 

way to keep big government from having to tax them. Perhaps no story is more typical of New 

Hampshire’s financial philosophy than the one that occurred when the homestead of Franklin 

Pierce, the state’s sole President, was slated for demolition. Rather than have the government 

buy the historic property or seize it by eminent domain, citizens raised enough money to save 

the house by selling “over $75,000 worth of bourbon in $15 commemorative bottles.”47

 

vi. snowmobiles versus cross country skis: an examination of stereotypes

 At the macro scale, all of these mechanical differences boil down to a stereotypic 

difference between the two states which is difficult to quantify but which any person familiar 

enough with feud understands instinctually. The cultural split comes at once from tiny, quirky 

cultural offsets—Vermonters call soft-serve ice cream “creamies,” while New Hampshireites 

have no idea what this term means—and from a cumulative cultural understanding which sets 

a mythotypic Vermont spirit and mythotypic New Hampshire one that are fundamentally 

uncomplimentary to each other.

 When the national political eye turns to New Hampshire during the presidential 

primary season, it is a perfect time to witness a first-hand dissonance between Vermont and 

New Hampshire, for the politicians and press come to New Hampshire expecting to find what 

is actually in Vermont. Henry Alien complained in the Washington Post that New Hampshire 

was a state full of 

souvenir hustlers, backwoods cranks, motorcycle racing fans … and tax-dodging Massachusetts 

suburbanites who have conspired … to create an illusion of noble, upright, granite-charactered 
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sentinels of liberty out of little more than a self-conscious collection of bad (if beautiful) land, 

summer people, second-growth woods full of junked cars and decaying aristocracy, lakes 

howling with speedboats, state liquor stores that are open on Sundays, and the most vicious 

state newspaper in America, the Manchester Union Leader.48

 Donald Hall points to the image of Vermont as one where “Saturday mornings, while a 

native takes his trash to the dump, the collegial hayseed ties his Volvo to the old hitching post 

and swaps stories with the salty character who runs the general store for the summer, who last 

year managed Kuala Lumpur for IBM.” It is a place where one might “hire Yankees out for 

parties, each guaranteed to know three hundred amusing rural anecdotes, all of them ending, 

‘You can’t get there from here.’”49 In New Hampshire, on the contrary,

the state supper is beans and franks, and every recipe begins with salt pork, Campbell’s cream of 

mushroom, and Miracle Whip. In New Hampshire breakfast and supper are both at five o’clock. 

In New Hampshire a brunch is something not to walk into when you are hunting coon. In New 

Hampshire, convenience stores sell Fluff, Wonder Bread, Moxie, and shoes with blue canvas 

tops. In Vermont they have the forty-hour work week; in New Hampshire the forty-hour work 

weekend is standard. In New Hampshire people work a hundred hours a week cutting wood, 

setting up the yard sale, and misdirecting flatlanders; the rest of the time they make Vermont 

maple syrup and Vermont cheese.50

Granted, these descriptions are comic exaggerations, but they are only funny because they are 

very much rooted in the truth.

 In New Hampshire’s view, Vermont is maddeningly saccharine, a watered-down, 

gentrified holiday resort full of hippies and $50 designer flannels where nobody has to do real 

work anymore because the state is being run by socialists, Democrats, or worse. To Vermont, 

New Hampshire is a trashy stain on the New England image, contaminated by beer-swilling, 

SUV-driving miscreants who’d rather be riding a jet ski than paddling a canoe. New 
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Hampshirites go about their business without much concern to the eggheaded opinions of 

experts and outsiders; Vermonters are the eggheads. New Hampshire lets its citizens pollute 

their streams and excavate their virgin forests if that’s what their independent spirit compels 

them to do; Vermont will derail a development project at the first sign of an endangered snail. 

Vermont is pretty but sinister; New Hampshire is hideous but authentic.

 Perhaps it’s these tensions which initiated a bitter rivalry when neither state could 

content themselves with the middle of the Connecticut as the legal boundary. A Supreme 

Court decision in 1934 finally ruled in New Hampshire’s favor and set the boundary on the 

west bank.51Perhaps it’s these cultural suspicions which fuel an inordinate amount of state 

pride in the residents of both states and make both quick to insist that is their state whose 

geography points right-side-up. No matter what the cause, though, Vermont and New 

Hampshire are anything but duplicates. Their twin rivalry, touched off by geographies, 

solidified by economies, and enshrined in legal and cultural polarities, keeps the banks of the 

Connecticut River in obstinate contention to this day.
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