
Short History of the Town of Shelburne 

T h e history of She lburne begins officially on August 18, 1763, 
w h e n Governor B e n n i n g Wentworth of N e w H a m p s h i r e s igned 
the charter establ ishing the town. 

T h e name " S h e l b u r n e " or " S h e l b u r n , " as it often appears i n 
old records, " w a s chosen to honor the E a r l of Shelburne , a cele­
brated nobleman of the Br i t i sh Parl iament . H e was inf luent ia l 
i n upholding N e w Hampshire ' s c la im to the land west of the 
Connect icut R i v e r as far as L a k e C h a m p l a i n . " 

T h e first recorded w h i t e men, Thomas L o g a n and John Potter 
(or Pottier), arr ived i n 1768, settl ing on what is now She lburne 
Point. Cut t ing v i r g i n t imber and conveying it by raft to St. Johns, 
Quebec , they are credited w i t h opening up the lumber trade 
w i t h Canada. T h e subsequent settlers apparently bought their 
lots as surveyed by I ra A l l e n . 

T h e charter provided for seventy lots, of w h i c h four were to 
be tax free and designated for: T h e Propagation of the G o s p e l i n 
F o r e i g n Parts, the glebe for the C h u r c h of E n g l a n d , the first 
settled minister of the gospel and for the benefit of a school. 

A b o u t t e n f a m i l i e s , m o s t l y f r o m M a s s a c h u s e t t s a n d 
Connect icut , had settled along the lake prior to the Revolut ion , 
but upon word of the approaching B r i t i s h and Indians , they fled 
this part of the state. T h e only one of w h o m anything is k n o w n 
was Moses Pierson, w h o had bought a farm of 1000 acres i n 1769 
and whose withstanding an " I n d i a n " attack in 1777 is com­
memorated on a plaque near the town beach. I n 1783 Pierson 
returned and others fo l lowed. T h e first federal census recorded 
a population of 389 in 1791. 

F r o m the beginning Shelburne 's economy was based on farm­
ing. W i t h the c learing of land and burning of logs the town ex­
per ienced a potash boom. A carding and f u l l i n g m i l l , a gr is tmi l l , 
a s a w m i l l and blacksmith shop were erected on the LaPlat te 
R i v e r at She lburne F a l l s . I n 1811 a f e w Merino sheep imported 
from Spain led to an upsurge i n sheep-raising. Orchards and fruit 
growing became a major source of income for the farmers w i t h 
some 17,740 trees i n 1880. T o d a y Shelburne supports some 38 
private enterprises. 

F o l l o w i n g the War of 1812 commerce on the lake expanded 
rapidly . T h e C h a m p l a i n Transportation Company established its 
shipyard at She lburne Harbor and launched its first steamboat, 
the " G e n e r a l G r e e n , " i n 1825. to be fo l lowed by ten others 
before the " T i c o n d e r o g a " i n 1905. 

T h e first of at least four " p u b l i c houses" along Rte. 7, the 
Shelburne I n n , was bui l t i n 1796 by Capt. Ben jamin Harrington. 
H e also bui l t the first church, the " W h i t e C h u r c h " (burned i n 
1865), and deeded to the town the green as a "Parade G r o u n d " 
in 1807. Rel igious services began about 1800 w h e n a c i rcui t 
r ider from Vergennes met townspeople for worship i n private 
homes. T h r e e denominations have preva i led ; the Methodist 
C h u r c h was dedicated in 1874, T r i n i t y E p i s c o p a l C h u r c h i n 
1886, and St. Cather ine 's Roman Cathol ic C h u r c h in 1895. T h e 
Baptist C h u r c h was dedicated in 1972. 

I n 1886 a dozen farms settled by early families along the lake-
shore w e r e purchased by D r . and Mrs. W i l l i a m S e w a r d Webb to 
create a baronial estate, one of the show places of Amer ica , 
k n o w n as Shelburne F a r m s . 

B y 1830 there were 13 school districts w i t h one-room school 
houses, 3 of w h i c h are st i l l standing. T o d a y w i t h a population 
of some 4100 persons Shelburne buses its pupi ls to two e lemen­
tary schools i n the vi l lage and to the C h a m p l a i n V a l l e y U n i o n 
H i g h School in H i n e s b u r g . 
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1. H A R R I N G T O N H O U S E 1800. Homestead of Capt . Benja­
m i n Harrington, sea-faring man from Connect icut , promi­
nent c i t izen of Shelburne . I n 1788 he purchased a large tract 
i n c l u d i n g the site of the vi l lage and extending west and 
north to Shelburne Bay . T h i s is one of four homes i n the 
township bui l t before 1875 st i l l i n possession of descendants 
of the original owner . 

2 . D R . J O E L F A I R C H I L D , J R . c.1832. O n a hal f acre of land 
purchased for $60.00 in 1827 he bui l t this house to w h i c h he 
brought his br ide , Pol ly Bacon, w h o m he marr ied J u l y 15, 
1832, Remodeled several t imes, it has been a residence for 
nearly a century and a half as w e l l as housing Mrs. Deyet t ' s 
Pr ivate School i n the early 1900's. 

3. H I R A M P I E R S O N c . l839 . T h e earliest deed indicates that 
H i r a m Pierson had bui l t the house before he sold the 
property to D r . Jonathan T a y l e r i n 1839. Or ig ina l ly a 
colonial type house w i t h columns and entrance on the south, 
it was remodeled i n Vic tor ian style by the Geers i n the 
1880's. 

4. L E E T R A C Y 1878. B u i l t from the br icks of the " b r i c k " 
Methodist C h u r c h w h i c h stood from 1833 to 1877 on the 
site of the St. Cather ine 's Roman Cathol ic C h u r c h . I t is n o w 
owned by the third generation of the T r a c v fami ly to occupy 
it. 

5. S H E L B U R N E H O T E L 1796. B u i l t by Capt. B e n j a m i n 
Harrington, it has remained a " p u b l i c h o u s e " serv ing travel ­
ers under the management of a long list of owners whose 
names recal l many periods i n Shelburne 's history, among 
them: Comstock, Burri t t , W e e d , L a w r e n c e , Beottinger 
and Corey. 

6. P R O S P E R B A C O N 1859. Apparent ly bui l t as a cobbler shop 
the b u i l d i n g was shortly converted to a general store and 
has remained so through the years under the proprietorship 
of Deyett , Roberts, Pa lmer and Stearns. 

7. E D W A R D H A R R I N G T O N 1816-1819. T h i s quaint l i tt le 
house is k n o w n to the older residents as the Col lamer 
House ; it was bui l t on a half acre of land original ly a part 
of the Capt . Ben jamin Harrington farm. 

8. B U R G E S S H A L L 1816. I t is b e l i e v e d that the P I E R S O N L I ­
B R A R Y was original ly constructed for a store. T h e earliest 
k n o w n deed is dated 1816 w h e n Burgess H a l l sold it to 
Nathaniel Peckham, who conducted a store. F r o m 1837 to 
1883 it was the Methodist parsonage, thereafter a private 
d w e l l i n g . I t underwent modifications both before and after 
its purchase from C y r u s V a n V l i e t i n 1910 for use as a town 
l ibrary. 

9. J A M E S K I N N E Y 1815. T h i s " b r i c k house and br ick s h o p " 
w e r e bui l t on an acre of land purchased for $100.00 i n 1814. 
T h e 142 acres later acquired constituted a s izeable v i l lage 
farm on w h i c h the Shopping Park now stands. K n o w n to 
successive generations as the Nelson N e w e l l house, the 
E m e r s o n T h o r p and Nason Strong house, it has further sig­
nif icance as a station on the Underground R a i l w a y w h i c h 
sheltered and transported slaves dur ing the 1860's. 

Map of Walking Tour Area 
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Start walking at any point in the village and follow 
the map with the names displayed on the buildings. 

10. D I S T R I C T M E T H O D I S T P A R S O N A G E c . l839 . T h e 
earliest deed conveys this "Parsonage lot" to the trustees of 
the Dis t r ic t of the Methodist E p i s c o p a l C h u r c h . T h e map of 
Shelburne i n the 1869 Beers Atlas carries the above designa­
tion; thereafter it became a private residence. 

1 1 . H E N R Y L A N G D O N 1853-59. T h i s house is bui l t on an 
acre of land from the Nelson N e w e l l farm purchased by 
A s h a l Nash for $200.00 in 1849. A m o n g t h e owners of longer 
tenancy between 1886 and 1917 w e r e Isaac and L u c i n a 
Smith and T r u m a n B . Webster ; the Smiths were descend­
ants of W i l l i a m Smith , the original settler on Quaker Smith's 
Point. T h e copper horse weather vane, dated 1850, at the 
Shelburne M u s e u m stood for a century on the horsebarn. 
Remnants of headstones unearthed b e h i n d the barn point to 
an earl ier private b u r y i n g ground. 

la. C H A P E L 1888. T h e parish ha l l of St. Cather ine 's C h u r c h 
was constructed on the Webb Estate i n 1888 as a chapel for 
Roman Cathol ic employees dur ing the development of the 
estate. I t was moved later to the vi l lage to provide a center 
for parish activit ies. 

13. J O H N S I M O N D S 1830-40. K n o w n to subsequent genera­
tions as the W e e d House it was the first acqusition on the 
grounds of the Shelburne M u s e u m i n 1946 and now con­
tains collections of pewter, glass, ch ina and doll houses. 

14. N E L S O N I S H A M 1844-51. T h i s brick house was first sold 
w i t h V-i acre of land i n 1851 for $1200.00. S ince 1883 it has 
been the Methodist Parsonage. W i t h the removal of the 
square-pi l lared " p i a z z a " it was restored and refurnished i n 
1966 at a cost of nearly $28,000. 

1 5 . J O H N S I M O N D S 1851. T h e bui lder and date are recorded 
i n the " T o w n Meet ing B o o k " of the town of Shelburne . As 
the town's largest general store it suppl ied the residents for 
nearly a century and a quarter w i t h everyth ing from snaths 
to teacups under no less than eight sets of proprietors. 

16. C A R R I A G E A N D P A I N T S H O P c.1845. Records fa i l to 
disclose the bui lder of the red clapboard shop w h i c h was 
apparently an adjunct to the blacksmith w h i c h stood be­
tween it and the rai lroad. F o r two generations a meat market, 
it has served the Shelburne Craft School more recently as 
woodshop and w e a v i n g room. T h e two long y e l l o w b u i l d ­
ings b e h i n d the red shop w e r e long ago moved from their 
site behind the town ha l l . Al legedly they were built about 
1849 to house laborers constructing the railroad, then serv­
ed as b o w l i n g al leys , and ult imately tenant houses at their 
present site. 

17. F I R S T E P I S C O P A L P A R S O N A G E 1833. T h i s first of three 
E p i s c o p a l rectories was commissioned by a large board of 
trustees. T h e Parsonage House Society. I t was " l e a s e d " 
but briefly to the R e v . L o u i s M c D o n a l d and in some i n ­
expl icable way, w h i c h defies the historians, became and re­
mains to the present day a private residence. 

18. D A V I D R O S S c.1845. T h i s house is referred to i n deeds as 
the " D a v i d Ross P l a c e " and the " A l e x a n d e r (Sandy) H a l l 
P l a c e . " I t has a lways been a residence but was moved some 
300 feet to the west to its present site around 1920. 


