
Part of the town of Hartford on the west bank of the Connecticut
River, the village of White River Junction was born out of improve-
ments in transportation technology. The fact that three railroads met
at this point where the White River drains into the Connecticut
proved a perfect location for a commercial oriented community to
thrive. Those first railroads were the Vermont Central, the Northern
New Hampshire and the Connecticut & Passumpsic River lines. In
1875, the short Woodstock Railroad joined in at the junction. All the
railroads projected out to all points of the compass.

Downtown White River Junction still personifies the time when it
served as a bustling commercial center when the railroad was king
and White River Junction earned the distinction of being the most
important railroad junction in northern New England. The junction
gained such importance that armed residents guarded railroad
bridges in 1917 against the threat of German sabotage.

Before the introduction of the railroad, what would become White
River Junction proved to be rather insignificant. New Hampshire gov-
ernor Benning Wentworth granted a town charter to Hartford in
1761, being the first town so formed east of the Green Mountains.
After the end of the French & Indian War in 1763, new settlers dis-
covered the charted town quite accessible through travel on the
Connecticut River. Waterpower provided by the Connecticut, White
and Ottauquechee Rivers were capable of running a number 
of mills.

However, settlement failed to quickly occur on the western shore
of the Connecticut River. It took the railroads to transform the site of
the village. Before a single rail was laid, there were only three farm
dwellings and the same number of families at the locality.

Being a burgeoning transportation hub proved an attraction to
both visitors and businesses and White River Junction "became a
place with its name." With the opening of the railroad, the State of
Vermont commissioned White River Junction to be one of two wool
depots in the state. Such a designation allowed this village to man-
age a large portion of the Merino wool raised in Vermont and des-
tined for other New England mills. Rapid growth dictated a post
office to be opened in the village by 1850. 

It was only natural that with a busy railroad junction, passengers
would require proper accommodations. Colonel Samuel Nutt,
observing the prospect, purchased Enfield, New Hampshire’s
Grafton House, moved it to White River Junction and located it
opposite the tracks. Nutt rechristened his new hotel the Junction
House and it flourished in the ever-increasing volume of passenger
traffic. Fire destroyed Nutt’s hotel in 1878, as well as its replacement
in 1925. A year before the second blaze the hotel was renamed the
Hotel Coolidge in honor of the nation’s sitting President, native son,
Calvin Coolidge. The name was carried over to the third hotel con-
structed on the site in 1925. Thousands of people stayed at this hotel
every year during its heyday.

Within fifty years, the confluence of so many active  railroads con-
tinued to spark the commercial success of White River Junction. In
1848, only one track ran through town, by 1900, there were eight.
Those rail lines easily managed the fifty daily passenger trains
besides all the freights passing through the junction. Busy rail yards
grew both south and west of the village and a pall of smoke belch-
ing from coal burning locomotives was not an unfamiliar sight.

As rail traffic increased, commercial businesses opened in White
River Junction. The White River Paper Company manufactured high
quality paper products. Smith & Sons produced a wide range of can-
dies and crackers. So many businesses placed buildings adjacent to
the rail sidings that one earned the name of ‘railroad row.’
But White River Junction was more than a railroad town.

From 1890 until 1928 the State Fair was held annually outside of
town. It proved such a popular endeavor that the Woodstock
Railroad constructed a short branch line to the fairgrounds. Crowds
cheered on the horses racing around the unusual kite-shaped track
and enjoyed the wide range of entertainment. Eventually, automo-
biles replaced horses, and continued to thrill the crowds. Though
drawing thousands of participants, the fair seemed to always be
beset by rainy weather, constantly dampening the daily schedule.
Such problems ultimately led to the fair’s demise.
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Perhaps one of the greatest attractions coming to the vil-

lage was the appearance of the Barnum, Bailey and

Hutchinson’s Circus on August 11, 1882. Papers advertised

"Two Great Performances" and the "Greatest Living Showman,

BARNUM!"—Mr. P.T. Barnum himself. Fifty-five railcars carried

the circus into town and throngs watched the colorful parade.

Then a total of 29,000 people enjoyed the two shows: featur-

ing three rings, Jumbo, with

twenty-one other elephants,

numerous performers and

the "Traveling Museum of

Wonder Marvels." Nearly

matching the circus perform-

ances was Buffalo Bill Cody’s

Wild West Show on July 23,

1895. Trains operated special

excursions to bring in out-of-towners. People packed the

street to watch the parade of participants and then a crowd,

estimated at 12,000, thoroughly enjoyed seeing the western

experience come to life.

After the fairgrounds

closed, the Twin-State

Airport was constructed

upon the grounds. Planes

regularly stopped here on

flights originating or end-

ing in Boston.

In 1907 Garfield Miller,

whose father worked for

the Excelsior Carriage Company, took a risk in signing a con-

tract with the Cadillac Company to sell their automobiles. The

carriage company was renamed the Miller Automobile

Company, which rapidly sold the cars proving automobiles

were the wave of the future.

If Buffalo Bill, Barnum’s circus, fairs and airplanes were not
sufficient attractions, every spring, White River Junction resi-
dents witnessed mammoth log drives down the Connecticut
and White Rivers. For days in the late 19th and early 20th
Centuries, thousands of logs, cut for either lumber or pulp,
would float by the village. Agile drivers hopped from log to
log making certain no jams formed along the banks or against
bridge piers. As the log volume thinned, crews followed in the
rear to free any straggling logs on their trip downstream, sig-
naling the end of the drive until the following year.

Most log drives were uneventful, but one started unex-
pectedly on March 28, 1913. Between a combination of high
water and rain, a log boom across the White River at Sharon
burst, releasing over 2.5 million feet of pulpwood logs down-
stream. Swept by the current, the logs struck the covered
bridge across the White River at the Junction. The over-
whelming pressure forced the bridge off its abutments and
swung it against the south river bank. Before coming to

rest, the northern end slammed into the Boston & Maine rail-

road bridge just downstream. Weighed down by a number of

freight cars, this bridge survived. The company that owned

the logs later paid the town $15,000 in damages.

Way before the advent of Vermont Life Magazine, Charles

Cummings of White River Junction published The

Vermonter—The State Magazine. Though the magazine traced

its roots to St. Albans in 1895, Cummings printed the maga-

zine in the village from 1906 to his death in 1945. The month-

ly periodical ran numerous articles on all topics dealing with

Vermont and featured extensive use of photographs.

Back in 1920, Hollywood came to White River Junction.

That year, famous producer, D.W.

Griffith, decided to film the movie

"Way Down East" in the village.

Starring Lillian Gish and Richard

Barthelmess, the silent film ended

in climatic fashion with Miss Gish

stranded on a moving ice floe in

the Connecticut River. Many local

residents served as extras in the filming.

Today the village of White River Junction extends to the

upper village, where fairgoers mingled and planes flew only

to be replaced by the junction of Interstates 89 and 91, parts

of the Eisenhower Interstate highway system.
Text edited by Donald Wickman. 
Special thanks to the Hartford Historical Society for the photographs.
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