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  INTRODUCTION




  Vermont offers travelers a spectacular assortment of natural and scenic wonders, historic sites, and varied recreational opportunities. Numerous state parks, forests, beaches, and recreation areas preserve slices of superlative landscapes. In addition to these gems, thousands of lakes and ponds and numerous rivers and brooks offer boating, swimming, canoeing, and angling choices for outdoor enthusiasts. The cities, towns, and villages, from the urban center of Burlington, to myriad tiny villages dotting the hills of Vermont, are filled with culture and steeped in history.




  Scenic Driving Vermont, an indispensable mile-by-mile highway companion, explores and discovers the wonders of this compact region. The drives follow miles of highways and back roads, sampling the region’s colorful history, beauty spots, hidden wonders, and scenic jewels. Drivers will wind through the valleys and hills of Vermont, marvel at classic villages set between mountains, pass rural birthplaces and burial sites of the notable and the notorious, and wander among enchanting forests. Most of the drives leave the urban sprawl and interstate highways behind, setting off into the beautiful heart of the region.




  Vermont is laced with highways and roads, some dating back to the earliest paths that once connected colonial settlements. Area natives will undoubtedly wonder why some roads are included and others omitted. These routes were chosen for their beauty, unique natural history, and historical implications. Omitted are worthy roads for one reason or another, but mostly due to the development along those asphalt corridors in an amazing labyrinth of highway possibilities.
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  The Stowe Community Church towers above the Little River in Stowe.




  Use these described drives to win a new appreciation and understanding of this marvelous land. Take them as a starting point to embark on new adventures by seeking out other back-road gems among the rolling hills and historic towns of Vermont.




  Travel Advice


  




  Be prepared for changing weather when traveling these scenic highways, especially in winter when snow and ice encase the roadways. Most of the drives, except for bits and pieces, are paved, two-lane highways that are regularly maintained. Services are available on almost all the drives, and every little village offers at least some basics during daylight hours. Use caution when driving. Many of the roads twist and wind through valleys and over mountains, with blind corners. Follow the posted speed limits and stay in your lane. Use occasional pullouts to allow faster traffic to safely pass. Watch for heavy traffic on some roads, particularly during summer vacation season and on fall-foliage weekends. Be extremely alert for animals crossing the asphalt. Take care at dusk, just after darkness falls, and in the early morning.




  The region’s fickle weather creates changeable and dangerous driving conditions. Make sure your windshield wipers are in good shape. Heavy rain can impair highway vision and cause your vehicle to hydroplane. Snow and ice slicken mountain highways. Slow down, carry chains and a shovel, and have spare clothes and a sleeping bag when traveling in winter. Watch for fog and poor visibility. Know your vehicle and its limits when traveling and, above all, use common sense.




  Travelers are, unfortunately, potential crime victims. Use caution when driving in urban areas or popular tourist destinations. Keep all valuables, including wallets, purses, cameras, and video cameras, out of sight in a parked car. Better yet, take them with you when leaving the vehicle.




  These drives cross a complex mosaic of private and public land. Respect private property rights by not trespassing or crossing fences.




  Remember also that all archaeological and historic sites are protected by federal law. Campers should try to use established campgrounds or campsites whenever possible to avoid adverse environmental impacts. Remember to douse your campfires and to pack all your trash out with you to the nearest refuse container.




  Every road and byway we travel offers its own promise and special rewards. Remember Walt Whitman’s poetic proclamation as you drive along these scenic highways: “Afoot, light-hearted, I take to the open road. Healthy, free, the world before me.”
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1Molly Stark Scenic Byway




  General description: The Molly Stark Scenic Byway travels 48 miles across the southern Green Mountains from Brattleboro to Bennington in southern Vermont.




  Special attractions: Brattleboro historic district, Brattleboro Museum and Arts Center, West Brattleboro, Creamery Covered Bridge, Marlboro, Hogback Mountain Scenic Overlook, Molly Stark State Park, Wilmington, Woodford State Park, Bennington historic districts, Old First Church, Bennington Monument, Bennington Museum.




  Location: Southern Vermont.




  Drive route numbers: VT 9.




  Travel season: Year-round.




  Camping: Molly Stark State Park has 23 tent/trailer sites and 11 lean-to sites. Woodford State Park has 103 campsites. Both are fee areas open in summer and autumn.




  Services: All services in Brattleboro and Bennington at each end of the drive. Limited services at Marlboro and Wilmington.




  Nearby attractions: Mount Equinox Sky Line Drive, Connecticut River Valley, Mount Snow Resort, Lake Shaftsbury State Park, Townshend State Park, Mount Ascutney State Park, Berkshires (MA), Mount Greylock (MA), Williamstown (MA).




  The Route


  




  The 48-mile-long Molly Stark Scenic Byway, an official Vermont Scenic Byway, meanders across southern Vermont between two of the state’s leading towns—Brattleboro on the east and Bennington on the west. The highway twists across the rolling Green Mountains, passing rumpled farms, horse pastures, scenic viewpoints, and historic country villages like Wilmington and Marlboro.
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  The character of the drive, traversing Vermont from its eastern border with New Hampshire to its western border with New York, is defined by its mountainous geography and rich history. The Green Mountains, while less pronounced than mountains farther north, still rise well above 2,000 feet. Thick forests of leafy deciduous trees blanket the hillsides, broken by farms and fields lined with old stone walls.




  Much of New England’s rich history began in southern Vermont after the town of Bennington, the western anchor of the Molly Stark Scenic Byway, was chartered in 1749. Brattleboro, Vermont’s oldest town, sprang from Fort Drummer, a stockade built in 1724 to protect the western frontier from Indians and French Canadians.




  Molly Stark


  




  The drive, also known by the more pedestrian name VT 9, follows an old road that dates back to the Revolutionary War. The track was used in August 1777 by General John Stark and his army of New Hampshire colonials after the decisive Battle of Bennington, one of the last battles in the northern colonies, on their victorious march home.




  The first question most travelers ask about the drive is not “What’s to see?” or “Where’s the best scenery?” but “Who the heck is Molly Stark?” Molly Stark, more properly Elizabeth Paige Stark, was the wife of General John Stark, a Bunker Hill hero who was called to lead the 1,500-man New Hampshire militia against part of General John Burgoyne’s army, 800 British troops including German Hessians, Loyalist turncoats, and British redcoats commanded by German Lieutenant Colonel Friedrich Baum, on the remote Vermont frontier.




  General Stark was an inspirational fellow, and before the battle on August 16, he told his troops, “Now, my men, yonder lie the Redcoats and the Tories. Tonight the American flag flies over yonder hill or Molly Stark sleeps a widow!” The pep talk apparently worked, and the Americans won the engagement. The battle actually took place in today’s New York State, but 10 miles from the site, the Bennington Monument in Vermont commemorates the victory.
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  Center Cemetery near Marlboro is an old burying ground with graves of Civil War and Revolutionary War soldiers.




  Molly Stark herself, despite having a road, a mountain in northern Vermont, and schools, parks, and streets named after her, never set foot in Vermont. She did raise 10 children at their New Hampshire home, recruited soldiers for the war effort, and converted a barn into a makeshift hospital to tend wounded men from both sides.




  Brattleboro


  




  The drive unceremoniously begins on the north side of Brattleboro at I-91’s junction with VT 9. Take exit 2, 9 miles north of the Massachusetts border, off the freeway and head west on the byway. The road passes through a residential area in Brattleboro, north of the town center.




  Brattleboro, a hilly hamlet lying on the edge of the Connecticut River Valley just north of the Massachusetts border, is a busy and personable town that seems bigger than its population of 12,046 (2010 census). Brattleboro, or “Brat” as it’s sometimes called, is an old industrial center that began as rustic Fort Drummer in 1724 at a strategic location at the confluence of the Connecticut and West Rivers. After King George’s War ended in 1748, the garrison of troops was disbanded, and the town was chartered in 1753 and named for Colonel William Brattle Jr., a major land owner.




  After the Revolution, Brattleboro prospered as the gateway to Vermont. The first United States postage stamps were issued here in 1846, and the town thrived as a health resort with its pure spring water, which attracted tourists. That same water at Whetstone Falls fueled industry with abundant hydroelectric power. By 1859 the town boasted a sawmill, gristmill, textile mill, paper mill, flour mill, as well as factories that made machinery, parlor organs, and carriages.
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  Besides being a historic town, Brattleboro also has its own quirks and oddities. The first Social Security check ever issued went to Ida May Fuller, Social Security number 00-000-001, on January 31, 1940, for the grand sum of $22.54. Until July 17, 2007, Brattleboro allowed public nudity, but that summer a group of naturists descended on town and shed their fig leaves. After complaints by clothed citizens, a quick law was passed that banned “nudity on the main roads and within 250 feet of any school or place of worship.” Brattleboro is the only town in Vermont with three interstate exits, and it likes to brag that it’s the only Brattleboro in the world. One of the town’s printers issued the first Bible printed in Vermont in 1812, and later another made the first American printing of the first Harry Potter book.




  Before heading west on the Molly Stark drive, take an hour to stroll around the old downtown area with its eclectic shops along Main and Elliot Streets. The area is part of the Brattleboro Downtown Historic District. Nearby is the Brattleboro Museum and Art Center in an old railroad station. Exhibits include local memorabilia, railroad history, and an exhibit detailing Brattleboro’s fame as the parlor organ capital of the world. Also close to town is the bright red Creamery Covered Bridge, built of spruce lumber in 1879, spanning Whetstone Brook. The perfectly preserved bridge is the only one near the drive.




  Brattleboro to Marlboro


  




  The drive heads west from north Brattleboro and I-91, quickly passing residences, a left turn to the covered bridge, and West Brattleboro before climbing up Whetstone Brook into the Green Mountains. As you drive the scenic byway, keep an eye out for eight obelisks with interesting information about local history. The first two obelisks are between the interstate and West Brattleboro.




  The suburb of West Brattleboro, a couple miles west of Brattleboro, is protected as a National Historic District with numerous 19th-century buildings erected around a town green. The drive passes several Colonial and neo–Gothic Revival homes and a whitewashed Congregational Church in the district as it heads west.




  The highway curves upward in a creased valley alongside Whetstone Brook. The brook’s tumbling waters, now riffling over rock ledges and boulders, powered Brattleboro’s mills in the 19th century. The brook begins at Hidden Lake, just north of Marlboro and the drive, and drops 1,500 feet in 7 miles to Brattleboro where it empties into the Connecticut River at 250 feet above sea level.




  Whetstone Brook, usually a placid, well-behaved stream, became a raging flood on August 29, 2011, when the moist remnants of Hurricane Irene dumped torrential rains on Vermont, flooding rivers and creeks like Whetstone Brook, erasing roads, and swamping Brattleboro’s streets with 3 feet of water. West Brattleboro endured the worst of Whetstone Brook’s fury. The drive alongside the creek was washed away as the floodwaters undermined the roadbed and reoriented the creek’s course. As you drive up this road section, note how the flood scoured the valley floor, washing away trees and vegetation and leaving only cobbles and boulders in the course.




  Marlboro


  




  After 6 miles, the Molly Stark drive emerges from the hills and reaches a high road junction at Center Cemetery. Before making a left turn to Marlboro, pull off here and take a stroll through the cemetery. Low stone walls, simply piles of field rocks removed from the cemetery, separate the road and cemetery. Step through the entrance, an old wooden gate hitched to granite posts. Old gravestones, mostly from the 1800s, tilt across the hilltop beneath spreading maples. Some remember Civil War veterans as well as a few Revolutionary War soldiers.
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