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No wonder: the records that describe the early roads in 
your town are difficult to locate and understand. They 
may be incomplete. But who would know? Chances are 
good that you could figure out where the ancient roads 
actually ran, if you tried. What is needed is a thorough, 
systematic search, so that there will be no misunder-
standing or surprises in the future.

This pamphlet is about such a search. Every town ought 
to conduct one. The goal ought to be to locate and map 
every road ever officially laid out by town, county, or 
state officials (and by proprietors)—not just ancient roads, 
but present roads as well.

This study sounds like a big job, and it is, but it will be im-
portant for reasons beyond history. Knowing where the 
old roads ran will avoid surprises and expensive lawsuits 
that plague many towns. It may form the basis of a town’s 
systematic reclassifying, discontinuing, or using these 
rights-of-way. It will clarify land titles, avoid trauma at 
closings, assist planners in deciding how the town should 
grow, and, for existing roads, provide important informa-
tion to the selectboard and road crew on precisely what 
the town owns, including the width of the public right-
of-way. Best of all, it will put landowners and officials on 
an equal footing, with full awareness of the true town 
highway map.

It is not a job for the meek of heart. It takes organization, 
commitment, a few tools, and a good deal of time, more 
than you think. Plan a year to do it, maybe more, working 
on it every week.

Rather than trying to find one road at a time, the best 
way is to learn the full history of the highways of your 
town, starting at the beginning and building a fully anno-
tated, correct map of the road network of the town, ready 
for anyone to locate and rely on. 

Getting there is going to take commitment. Selectboards 
ought to appoint competent individuals or committees to 
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can be made, then copy out the record by hand, including 
everything that’s written on the page. Knowing who the 
selectmen were in the early years, for instance, can help 
you date a record that has no reference.

Then organize these records chronologically. Roads natu-
rally run from other roads, so knowing that a particular 
road exists before the road you are tracing is laid out is 
important information for your search. Surveys are not 
always kept in order of their adoption, and they become 
separated from the copies of the petitions of landowners 
who have requested them. 

Maps 
The next most important sources of information are 
maps. The earliest map of Vermont is by the New York 
Surveyor General Claude Joseph Sauvier. It includes an 
extensive road network through many vacant areas. There 
are later statewide maps, but the earliest town maps are 
from the mid to late 1850s, published by Wallings, Mc-
Clellan, Doten, or others. These are available for viewing 
and copying at the Vermont Historical Society Library in 
Barre or on CD from oldmaps.com

http://oldmaps.com
http://docs.unh.edu/towns/VermontTownList.htm
http://docs.unh.edu/towns/VermontTownList.htm
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Town proprietors, those who paid for the charter, did not 
often subdivide the entire town into lots at first. Several 
years might pass before they got around to the rest of it. 
A second, third, or even fourth division is not uncommon, 
as undivided lands were parceled out to the proprietors 
or their successors in equal shares. 

In this example, proprietor Enoch Bisbee drew the fourth 
lot in the seventh range in the second division as his 
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Local History
Read every scrap of local history you can find, starting 
with the town history. Review the description of the town 
in Abby Maria Hemenway’s Vermont Historical Gazetteer, 
which is available at most libraries; the county histo-
ries; anything ever written about the town in the journal 
Vermont History (Vermont Historical Society); diaries, 
Town Meeting minutes, whatever you have. Read Esther 
Munroe Swift’s Vermont Place Names for the origin of 
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The Vermont Institute for Government 
(VIG) is a nonprofit organization 

dedicated to ensuring that government 
remains responsive, accessible, and 
competent, by improving educational 
opportunities for local officials and 
the public regarding how government 
works. Since 1989, VIG has been 
creating educational materials, offering 

workshops, and collaborating on a variety 
of trainings and educational events for 
Vermont’s town officers and citizens. 

This pamphlet is one in a series of VIG 
publications on Vermont local issues. 
For more information and additional 
resources, please visit the Vermont 
Institute for Government website: 
vtinstituteforgovt.org.

Please note: This pamphlet was revised 
and updated in the spring of 2020. 
Changes in the law subsequent to that 
date may make some of what is written 
here no longer valid. Always check 
the latest versions of the law before 
proceeding.  
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