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Seeking Parmenter:  a Memoir of Place
By Charles Butterfield
Brookline, NH:  Hobblebush Books, 152 pp.  2015.  ISBN 978-1939449-10-8.  $15.95

Brought vividly to life for us in this succinct memoir is a
subsistence farm in southern New Hampshire that was in continuous
operation from 1800 to 1960 (located — more specifically — in the Town
of Antrim, which itself has been "looking forward since 1777").  During
all of this time that farm was in the good hands of one family progressing
through fully six generations.  The author, a direct descendent of the
founders, Amos and Tryphena Parmenter (whence the book's title), grew
up on the farm during its final agricultural years.  With access to
extensive family diaries and other records, as well as to relevant town
reports, the author has been able to offer us a fascinating play-by-play
description of the evolution of northern New England farming, with all of
its ups and downs, sounds and smells, and sweeping drama through the
passage of those 160 years of enormous technological advances and social
changes.

And then beginning in 1960, with the farm still in the same family
ownership for now even two further generations, the open land is being
quietly reclaimed by nature, a phenomenon of old-field forest succession
that the author has been continually observing, analyzing, and here
describing for us with awe and devotion.  As a natural scientist myself, it
is a pleasure to be able to report that the included scientific information
is both accurately and understandably presented — not at all surprising
because the author, himself a retired Science and English teacher, had
additionally sought guidance from a number of prominent local science
professors, among them Geologist Charles A. Ratté and Ecologist Thomas
K. Wessels. 

I could add that some might well wish to augment their exposure to
this vividly recorded two-century natural history of a New England farm
with its particular emphasis on land use by turning to a fortuitously
complementary examination not of the land, but rather of a New England
dwelling that has been presented in detail by George Ordish in his The
Living American House:  the 350-year History of a Home:  an Ecological
History (William Morrow, New York, 1981).  And it will also be of interest
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to mention that the author has to his additional credit the textbook,
Values and Biology (J. Weston Walch, Portland, ME, 1983), and more
recently, In the Shadow of Cedars:  the Life and Times of a Disgraced
Citizen Soldier in Revolutionary Westmoreland, New Hampshire (Surry
Cottage Books, East Middlebury, VT, 2013), the latter an attempt to
rehabilitate the reputation of Major Isaac Butterfield (1741–1801), another
direct ancestor of his.

So in conclusion, here we have a beautifully presented volume
(enhanced by four pen-and-ink sketches) that should be of importance to
the many descendents of our early New England hard-scrabble farmers. 
But equally valuable, it will be available to broaden and otherwise enrich
anyone devoted to the overall unfolding of American history.  And it will
at the same time serve to nicely present the geomorphological and
ecological dynamics of the slow recovery of land that has been much
disturbed over many years once those human disruptions have largely
ceased.
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