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HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE

It is necessary to know where we have been and where we are now in order to determine where we should

be headed. This basic principle applies to charting our future course not only as individuals, but also as a

18" Century

Formation and Founders

Norwich is one of four adjoining towns in the Upper Connecticut River Valley to receive charters granted
on July 4, 1761, by Governor Benning Wentworth. The other towns are Hanover and Lebanon, New
Hampshire, and Hartford, Vermont. Norwich’s first settlers came, as did those of the other towns,
principally from north-central Connecticut. They traveled northward almost 200 miles up the Connecticut

River and, in many cases, named their new towns for their previous ones. Easily overlooked now this

territory was home to indigenous peoples and French trappers and merchants establishing trade routes

and extracting resources. The waterways were major transportation routes and thus the leading edge of

white colonial landscape transformation. The settlement pattern we now observe of linear development

along valley floors has been established for centuries. The harnessing of water for power and waste

removal allowed for greater concentration of development and more permanent settlements, where

commerce could establish, processing agricultural and forestry products, and cultural life could flourish.
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19" Century

Population and Migration

alcawhara in tha aandintha Naw naland raginan nd-h bean in ancad by avan hratahag
A ateand gahe SO aRERaSH H SRy LR

eeunrtry—Norwich grew quickly from the early settlers to a peak population of 2,316 in 1830. After that
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In 1819, Captain Alden Partridge, a graduate of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point and its
superintendent from 1815 to 1817, returned to kis-hative-tewn-of-Norwich and established the American

Literary, Scientific and Military Academy.

Trorman-B-Ransem;-who-succeeded-hirmaspresident—TFhen+-In 1866, the South Barracks building was
destroyed by fire. When the Town of Northfield, Vermont offered both a location and buildings, the

university accepted the invitation to move there.

The Norwich Classical and English Boarding School, a relatively short-lived enterprise, occupied the North
Barracks after the university’s departure. It operated from 1867 to 1877. The North Barracks burned in

1898, thus ending a dominating presence on the Norwich Green.

Economy

As merehantable-viable lumber dwindled, hewever, emphasis shifted to agriculture based on wheat and
other grains. In 1810, merino sheep were brought to Vermont. areby1830Nerwichtke-rany-other
New-England-towns-wasraisiag-them-by-the-theusands—The wool and the breeding stock itself were

eagerly sought and easily transported elsewhere; wool commanded high prices, particularly during the
Civil War when the supply of cotton was cut off and armies had to be clothed. Buring-this-tirreweoolwas
at-The boom was over by
the late 1860s, complicated by trade policies arif-maniputations-and wrbeatable-competition, first from

western states, then from Australia.
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When-dDairy herds were introduced at the end of the century, intended to service afast growing mill

towns with and cities as far away as Boston.-the-pastures-yielded-rew-productivity. Fhough-retelean
" i i v fi erbaras-The growth of

the milk industry was gradual in the late 1800s, but, once secure, it caused a visual revolution in the
landscape and helped slow down the rate of population decline. A typical mid-19th century Norwich farm

consisted of about 150 acres, of which 125 were cleared and 25 forested.

Railroad

The Connecticut and Passumpsic Railroad, finished in 1848, connected the Upper Connecticut River Valley
to tracks across the country. When White River Junction became the region’s principal railhead, Norwich
farmers and merchants had a faster means of transporting their produce and wares, by boxcar rather
than wagon load. The railroad replaced the Connecticut River as a trade route, eliminating the

disadvantages of seasonal transportation.

The sharply increasing demand of growing cities for fresh milk, cream, and butter brought prosperity for
those who had successfully shifted from shearing sheep to milking cows. Already established
communities like Lewiston and Pompanoosuc grew around railroad depots. The former boasted its own

store, post office, and coal and lumber yards.

20" Century

Comment [RF1]: Move to education section of

Fd-ueat-ion‘ Utilities, facilities and Services

In the 20th century, two technological advances affected the history of Norwich: construction of the
Wilder Dam and Interstates 91 and 89.

Wilder Dam, built south of town in 1950, is part of a network of hydropower dams that altered farming
patterns along the Connecticut River and its tributaries. Many of Norwich’s fertile flood plains were

submerged, including those in Pompanoosuc.

Perhaps the building of Interstates 91 and 89 most dramatically influenced the course of Norwich history.

Completed in the late-1960s, the four-lane highways connected Norwich overnight to the entire East
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Coast and to the rest of the country. Travel time between Norwich and Boston or New York City was cut
in half. Dilapidated or abandoned houses quickly became summer and retirement homes (a trend already

evident in Beaver Meadow in the 1940s), replacing working farms but rescuing some rural architecture.

Land Use
The second half of the 20th century saw Norwich transition from an agricultural to a bedroom

community. In 1940, it is estimated that one-half of the town’s land was cleared. The trend away from

agriculture is reflected by the fact that currently less than 30 percent of the land is cleared.
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