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The first documented use of the word Vermont is dated April 11, 1777. On that day, in
Philadelphia, Thomas Young addressed a broadside "To the Inhabitants of Vermont, a Free and
Independent State." [1] All evidence points to Young as the originator of the word Vermont, a
translation of the English Green Mountains.[2] Young's purpose was probably to honor, in a thinly
disguised manner, the bombastic Ethan Allen and his Green Mountain Boys.

Almost all modern historians have accepted the comments of early authorities who associated the
word Vermont with France's colonial presence in the Champlain Valley. One of the earliest texts to
make the association is Zadock Thompson's History of Vermont (1842). Thompson comments that the
name "Verd Mont" had been applied long before the claimed christening of the state as "Verd Mont" by
Reverend Hugh Peters in 1763.[3] One will remember that the earliest European visitor to the state was
Samuel de Champlain, who named the lake after himself (1609). He was followed by numerous
missionaries, traders, settlers and soldiers who identified rivers and other physical features of the
Champlain watershed. Among the many such christenings, let us mention the original European
appropriation of what is now Lake George (Lac Saint-Sacrement) by the missionary Isaac Jogues in
1645. Pierre Lamotte de Saint-Paul was the first to erect a fort in Vermont, on the island which still
bears his name. The French left many traces of their presence in the toponymy of Vermont but Vermont
is simply not one of them.

The word Vermont is not in any historical way connected with the French presence in the Green
Mountain State before 1760. No document (map, travel journal, official correspondence) from the
period refers to the Green Mountains or the region as Vermont (or Vertmont, Vertsmonts, les Monts
Verts, Verdmont), or alternate meanings such as Versmont (i.e., vers les monts: towards the mountains).

The evidence from the days of New France (or rather the lack of it) suggests that Green Mountains
is not a translation of Vermont but rather that it is the French word which is a translation. Where did the
original name of Green Mountains come from? The dating of the earliest mention of these words might
provide some hints. To help us in this endeavor we can summon three types of evidence: the earliest
appearance of the words Green Mountains on a map; the earliest references to the words in written
documents; contemporary (1749-1770) allusions to an oral tradition. An inventory of early
cartography (1749-1778), from the earliest map showing English settlements in what is now southern
Vermont to the first map displaying the words "State of Vermont," [7] reveals that the very first map
showing "Green Mountains" dates from 1778. The first edition of Bernard Romans' A Chorographical
Map of the Northern Department of North-America [ ...} clearly delineates a mountain range with
hachures and labels its southern end (diagonally, from Wallingford to Bennington) as the "Green
Mountains."[8] The designation "State of Vermont" also appears for the first time on Romans' 1778
map (along with a partisan text on behalf of the Lone Republic which salutes its inhabitants as rightful
owners "by the triple title of honest purchase, of industry in settling, and now, lately, that of conquest"
[9]). The 1779 edition of Claude Joseph Sauthier's A Chorographical Map of the Province of New York
[...] 1s the first one to extend the label "Green Mountains" to the entire north-south spine of the range,
from Canada to Massachusetts.[10] It is significant that earlier maps by Sauthier (1776, 1777, 1778)
bear no label for the mountain range." Equally eloquent is the fact that prior to 1780, no map based on
the surveys or compilations of Samuel Blanchard and Joseph Langdon, Thomas Jefferys, J. Green,
William Brasier or John Montresor identifies mountain ranges in the state or include the labels
"Vermont" or "Green Mountains."[12] As with French cartographic documents from the times of New
France, maps from the British Regime identify few physiographic features.[13] With rare exceptions,



only Lake Champlain and major waterways such as the Winooski or the Otter Rivers are labeled. The
earliest identification of mountains (1677) in the area designates the White "Hills" of northern New
Hampshire. [14] For Vermont, the first mountainous features to be graced with a name are the Halfway
Hill in the township of Killington (1755) and Mount Ascutney (1774).[15] If all this information is the
final evidence, then the first cartographic record of Green Mountains postdates the first written
documentation by six years.

The available written evidence reveals that the earliest mentions of the Green Mountains are
associated with the appearance of the Green Mountain Boys in the summer of 1772. In a text published
in the Connecticut Courant, "An Encomium on his Excellency Governor Tryon and his Majesty's
Honourable Council of the Province of New York," a text presumed to have been written by Ethan
Allen, one reads the earliest known reference to the Green Mountains: "[...] and Capt. Warner's
Company of Green Mountain Boys under arms, fired three vollies of small arms, in concert and aid of
the glory."[16] The term "Green Mountain Boys" was brand-new in August 1772. In the summer of
1770, after the June 28 rebuff of the New Hampshire grantees by the Court of Albany County. Ethan
and others began to act as bands of armed men.[17] As late as the summer of 1771 these various roving
gangs of vigilantes were identifying themselves as "New Hampshire Men." It is only in the spring of
1772 that the most violent elements of resistance began to call themselves Green Mountain Boys. As
rumors circulated that 'Governor Tryon of New York was marching toward Bennington with troops, the
committees of safety in and around Bennington began to collaborate more closely and more openly
with the most aggressive agents associated with Seth Warner, Ethan, Remember Baker and others.
These elements were now calling themselves Green Mountain Boys. In June, news of the Governor
arrived, not in the form of an invading army, but in the guise of a conciliatory letter. It is to that
development and the rejoicing which it unleashed in Bennington that we owe the encomium (an
expression of enthusiastic praise) published in the Hartford Courant. We must assume that the term
Green Mountains predates the rise of the Green Mountain Boys. But by how many years? If one
remembers that in 1760, English settlers in Vermont numbered no more than 300, it is unlikely that
such a small, dispersed colony had already appropriated its physiography to the degree of identifying
and naming the Vermont section of Appalachia or, for that matter, any mountain range. If the
designation Green Mountains originated in the 1760s, it must have taken some time to impose itself.
Therefore it is likely that the term Green Mountains became common a few years before the Green
Mountain Boys began to create their mythology, that is, in the late 1760s. A potent argument: no
written mention of the Green Mountains can be found before 1772 in the hundreds of documents which
have come down to us. The two words simply do not appear in the landgrants of New Hampshire or
New York, nor in any official correspondence dealing with the New York/New Hampshire controversy.
[18]

Oral tradition from the earliest days of English settlement could help us in tracing the origin of
Green Mountains or in refining the date of its earliest use. That testimony would have come down to us
in written form and would be subject to great caution. Such evidence is most rare. Late (in 1793) we
find the following startling lesson of geography from Ira : "The Green Mountains begin in Canada near
the Bay of Chaleur, and one branch runs through Vermont, Massachusetts, and Connecticut, and ends
near New Haven."[19] We can uncover no evidence to buttress Allen®s appelation nor does the
toponymy of Connecticut or western Massachusetts (at least the written evidence, ancient and
contemporary) suggests a basis for such a mental geography. The work of Arthur Hughes lists several
Green Mountain and Green Hill, most associated with landmarks in northwestern Connecticut where
the Allens and many of the earliest settlers of southern Vermont grew up.[20] However, none of these
appelations refers to a mountain range or smaller features which would extend past the confines of one
locality. No mountain range in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts ever bore the name Green
Mountains.[21] At best the comment of Ira Allen suggests that settlers from Connecticut imported the
term Green Mountains and that they were aware of a north/south mountain range.[22] It does not allow
us to refine the date or the circumstances of the christening of the Green Mountains.



Based on a review of the available evidence we can advance with some degree of confidence that
the word Vermont is indeed a translation of Green Mountains, and that most likely it comes from the
fertile mind of Thomas Young, a self-made scholar who probably knew some French.[23] The ultimate
question might be why did Young write Vermont rather than Montagues Vertes or Vertsmonts! In other
words: Is Vermont good French? The answer is yes. Archaic but excellent French. In the language of
France as in English, two words compete to designate mountains: mont and montagne (mount and
mountain). The words come from the Latin mons/montis and montanea. In French mont is much older
than montagne. The word is documented as early as 1080 and figures prominently in the epic Song of
Roland: "Roland reguardet es munz e es lariz" (Roland scans the mountains and the hills). However, by
the 1700s, mont had clearly lost out to montagne. This has remained true to this day. Except for writing
poetry and geographic naming (such as Outremont) we seldom call upon mont in modem French. Even
in 1777, mont was archaic. However, its use in place naming was well established and carried an aura
of antiquity.

Grammatically, the word order (adjective + noun: vert + mont) and the fusion of the adjective and
the noun are perfectly correct. In modem French, one would say in a normal enunciation: les monts
verts. However the creation of Young is probably not inspired by modern French, even the modern
French of 1777. Above all, grammatically speaking, it is not part of a sentence. The word answers the
special rules of geographical naming.[24] In the creation of place names one often finds the adjective
before the noun and the adjective fused to the noun. For examples: Beaumont, Belmont or, more to the
point, Rougemont. In some cases, one or more letters (such as the final consonant) may disappear. The
spelling ver for vert is well documented. Dauzat verifies a Verfeil (for Verte Feuille); also Verdaches,
Verdon, Verdets.[25] In the mountainous regions of Alsace, one will even discover a Vermont.
However, etymologically speaking, the Vermont of Eastern France does not come from Vert Mont but
from Louver Mont (Wolf Mountain).

Vermont was almost named New Connecticut. Instead, like Maine, the Green Mountain State
bears a decidedly Gallic name €not to underline the French presence in those parts once claimed by
Louis XIV or XV but because English minds in their appropriation of the world (at least the Atlantic
World) sometimes resorted to historical antecedents stamped with the fleur-de-lys. In the case of
Maine, no one has been able to explain why the region bears the name of a French province.[26]
Likewise, who can explain why Green Mountains was translated into Vermont? Because of the
francophilia of Young or Ethan Allen? For whatever reason. It matters little to us Franco-Vermonters. It
is enough that the quirks of history announced our coming to this state and the significant contribution
which we have made to its welfare and progress.
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Union. Vermont Becomes a State, Michael Sherman, ed. (Montpelier Vermont Historical Society, 1991)
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Island.
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denied. The document is quoted on the back-cover of Vermont History, 23: 4 (October 1955). See also
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France, 1629-1706 (Beauceville: L'Eclaireur, 1924) and Inventaire des ordonnances des intendants de
la Nouvelie-France (1705-1760) conservees aux Archives provinciales de Quebec (Beauceville:
L'Eclaireur, 1919); the Inventaire des proces-verbaux des grands voyers conserves aux Archives de la
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