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We have had a busy and exciting 2021 year.  
Thank you to Jerry Fox for his continuous 
efforts in organizing and photographing and 

accessioning our collection.
Once again, the Essex Community Historical 

Society hosted 7 first grade tours from the Essex 
Elementary School. Ken Signorello video taped Laurie 
Jordon doing her tour so that we could send it to the 
first-grade teachers to show their students before their 
tour. Thank you to Ken and Laurie and my grandson 
Jesse for being part of this recording. Thank you to 
Laurie Jordan for setting up for the tours and taking 
down artifacts of hers and the museum and putting 
them away. I would also like to thank board members 
Ann Gray, Jan Kilmer, Jerry Fox and volunteer, Chris 
Rivers for helping me with the tours.

In December 2021 we were contacted by Wendy 
Hysko of the Brownell Library about some chairs that 
they had and wondering if we might be interested in 
having them at the museum. These chairs were built 
in 1926 and donated to them by Clayton E Freeman 
of Glen Ridge, New Jersey. We were very pleased 
to take them! Thank you, Shawn Bartlett and his son 
Nick, for picking them up from the Brownell Library 
and bringing them to the museum. What a wonderful 
addition to our collection and to be used around our 
big meeting table.

We have been very fortunate to have 
Hubie Norton and Sandy Packard working 

on hanging some of our artifacts from the floors to the 
ceiling and walls at the museum clearing up some floor 
space and making it safer to walk around the museum. 
A big thank you to both of them.

Another big thank you goes out to Art and Jan 
Kilmer. They collected information, pictures and did 
all that goes into producing our first calendar, it was a 
big success. We ordered 100 calendars and sold all but 
one.

Our newsletter is full of exciting articles including 
our Tales and Treasures for this year. We also welcome 
new board member, Scott Taylor. He wrote an article in 
last years ECHO with Hubie Norton. Welcome Scott! 
We still have a few openings on our board for new 
members but I am very pleased to say that we now 
have 11 board members with a board maximum of 15.

The biggest news of all is that we have financing 
for the roof and windows of the Fort Ethan Allen water 
tower. A very big thank you to Dennis Lutz, Tom 
Yandow and the Town of Essex for providing the last 
of the money that we needed for these repairs. Thank 
you so much to the donors that have continued to give 
money to help repair the tower. Our hope is that with 
these two repairs being done, which will not be an easy 
task, we will be able to apply for donations to get the 
stairs done. This is the best news the historical society 

could have gotten this year. We are so excited!
Eva C Clough, President
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Using the keywords “Essex, Vermont” or “Champlain Valley Exposition” on eBay brings up predictable items. 
There are postcards from the early 20th century, railroad memorabilia, and ticket stubs from big-name concerts at 
the fairgrounds. These form the bulk of listings.

Occasionally, however, a truly unusual object appears on auction. Early in January 2022, such an item caught 
my eye. Listed as “1926 Sterling Silver Cup Vermont Champlain Valley Exposition Most Perfect Baby,” the piece is 
a sterling silver cup, about 2 3/8 inches tall and 4 inches wide across the brim from rim to end of handle. Weighing 
about 3 ounces (84 grams), the cup is engraved in small capitals:

CHAMPLAIN VALLEY EXPOSITION
1926

Most Perfect Baby
By ElizaBEth a. allEn

The seller, Dan Becker of Horicon Antiques in 
Schenectady, New York, told me in a message, 
“I know very little about this piece. I purchased 

it about 15 years ago at an antique show in Schoharie, 
New York.” I knew I had a chance 
to acquire a wonderful piece of 
great historical importance and also 
contemporary relevance.  Thinking 
that the Essex Community Historical 
Society might want it in their 
collection I contacted them they gave 
me permission to purchase the cup.  
The ECHS board of directors agreed 
that it would be worthwhile to have in 
the museum and would reimburse me 
for the purchase price of the cup.

The title of the prize, “Most 
Perfect Baby,” gave me my first clue 
about the cup’s origins. The cup is 
a trophy from a better babies contest, one of many 
popularized at local agricultural fairs in the early 1900s. 
Mary de Garmo, activist for women’s and children’s 
health, held the first such competition at Shreveport’s 
Louisiana State Fair in 1908. At these contests, health 
professionals (often doctors, but occasionally nurses 
as well) measured and tested young children, rating 
their appearance, size, weight, health, and physical and 
cognitive development (Gerais, 2017). 

The criteria by which entrants were scored were 
by no means objective. Better babies contests around 
the country contained many implicit assumptions about 
the traits of a so-called “perfect baby.” In the category 
of appearance, lack of blemishes and even skintone 
received high scores. “Fair skin” — i.e., whiteness 
— was particularly prized. Furthermore, when age-
appropriate, children were scored on their ability to 

walk, meaning that children with mobility impairments 
were docked points or (more likely) left out altogether. 
The scorecards, developed by white, middle-class, 
ablebodied people (activist women, female nurses, and 

mostly male physicians), portrayed 
the perfect baby as white, middle-
class, and ablebodied. Needless to say, 
the result was not a universal standard 
of perfection, but one specific to a 
race, socioeconomic class, and type 
of body.

The Champlain Valley Fair joined 
the trend of “baby contests,” as they 
were called in the Burlington Free 
Press, relatively late. Beginning 
in 1925, daily contests occurred at 
“Happyland,” the fair’s designated 
childcare center, with a culminating 
contest at the end of the fair. 

The silver cup that I bought is one of two given out 
at the fair’s second culminating baby contest in 1926. 
The son of Mr. and Mrs. W. Jacques of Huntington won 
the prize for children under one year, while 23-month-
old Martha Preston of Burlington won for children 
between one and two years (Burlington Free Press, 
1926). I have been unable to determine whether the 
silver cup in the Essex Community Historical Society’s 
possession belonged to the Jacques or the Preston 
family.

At first glance, such competitions probably 
remind modern readers of two things: first, livestock 
competitions and, second, beauty pageants. In fact, 
we wouldn’t be far off. Woman’s Home Companion, 
which founded the Better Babies Bureau in 1913 
and quickly became an influential sponsor, actually 
framed these contests as livestock competitions. 
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In the May, 1913, Woman’s Home Companion, for 
example, A.S. Richardson’s article, “Better Babies in 
Denver,” explains that the judging process for these 
contests occurs “in precisely the same way a judge of 
experience in livestock scores cattle, horses, and hogs” 
(quoted in Crnic, 2008). Today a comparison between 
livestock and a human child smacks of objectification 
and dehumanization, but this statement was probably 
reassuring to people of that era. 

As for the connection between better babies 
contests and beauty pageants, people back then noticed 
that as well. A Burlington Free Press article about the 
1926 contest where the silver cup was awarded makes 
the link explicit. “Most of the babies were quite willing 
to be judged,” the article observes (Burlington Free 
Press, 1926). “They…cooed and gurgled with delight 
to receive attention. In general, they were no less 
shy than…the hundreds who try for the title of Miss 
America during the year. Yes, more girls than boys 
entered this contest.” 

If we today see this baby contest as a beauty 
pageant, we can also see some of the pageant industry’s 
misogynist assumptions in the baby contest as well. 
By comparing the female babies of the contest with 
the teenage girls of Miss America, the Burlington Free 
Press characterizes girls and women as vain people who 
enjoy showing off. At the same time, the emphasis on 
the happiness of the contestants suggests that the contest 
is innocuous. It’s all in good fun, the paper seems to say, 
so we don’t need to take it seriously.

Nevertheless, the women who promoted better 
babies contests had serious, even scientific, goals. De 
Garmo, for example, founded the Mothers’ Union in 
Shreveport, Louisiana in 1890, where mothers shared 
best practices, and she saw better babies contests as an 
extension of this work (Gerais, 2017). The competitions 
compared children to standards and benchmarks of 
health, thus exposing parents to information about 
ideal child development. By rewarding the healthiest 
children, the competitions, like the Mothers’ Union, 
also taught parents how to raise a physically and 
mentally healthy child. Meanwhile, in Indiana, Dr. Ada 
Schweitzer pushed better babies competitions as a way 
to reduce maternal and infant mortality (Stern, 2002). 
Proponents viewed better babies contests as means of 
improving maternal health, child health, and public 
health in general.

For some women, better babies contests were even 
a form of protofeminist activism. At that time, mothers 
were believed to be responsible for everything in the 

home, including children’s physical, mental, and moral 
development. Better babies contests gave women the 
information and techniques they needed to raise the 
“most perfect” children; thus, according to the women 
who believed in them, the contests gave women the 
power to fulfill their calling as mothers. These concepts 
were not feminist in the sense of promoting equal rights 
and responsibilities regardless of gender. However, they 
did demonstrate a “maternalist” feminism (Stern, 2002), 
championing respect and education for women so that 
they could be effective mothers.

Livestock competitions, beauty pageants, public 
health campaigns, and protofeminist celebrations of 
motherhood — the influences behind better babies 
contests seem disparate. They can all be grouped 
under a single aegis, though: that of eugenics. Simply 
put, eugenics is a set of beliefs and practices aimed at 
improving a certain population. The people that one 
wants to improve are encouraged to have children 
that meet certain standards, while the people that one 
doesn’t want to reproduce are discouraged from having 
children. The concept doesn’t necessarily seem bad. 

Indeed, reformers in the early 20th century had a 
sunny perspective on eugenics. Rural Vermont: A Plan 
for the Future, a 1931 eugenics report by the Vermont 
Commission on Country Life (VCCL), exemplifies this 
optimism. The preface says that the eugenics program 
described therein is “a sanely progressive future for 
our beloved state” (VCCL, 1931). For the writers of 
this report and most advocates in the U.S. at that time, 
eugenics was seen as rational, logical, helpful, and 
benign. After all, what could possibly be problematic 
about celebrating healthy child development through 
better babies contests?

In practice, though, eugenics almost always leads 
to a celebration of ablebodied, financially secure, white 
people. They are motivated to reproduce with incentives 
like better babies contests that tie child development to 
perfection and public acclaim. Advocates assume that, 
if ablebodied, financially secure, white people have 
supposedly better babies, this will lead to supposedly 
fitter families. Free from hereditary disabilities, poverty, 
and racial mixing, these people will not only supposedly 
improve their race, but also dominate society with their 
smarts, their strength, and their racial purity. 

At the same time, the eugenics movement’s 
glorification of physically healthy, bourgeois, white 
people devalues everyone else. People who aren’t 
ablebodied, bourgeois, and white are discouraged 
from having children through forced sterilization 
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programs. Nancy L. Gallagher’s book, Breeding 
Better Vermonters: The Eugenics Project in the Green 
Mountain State (1999) illustrates how Vermont’s 
coercive, eugenics-based reproductive control promoted 
racist, ableist, and/or classist beliefs from the early to 
mid-20th century. A better babies contest at a county fair 
may appear somewhat sexist, but otherwise okay, but 
the eugenics beliefs behind it support racism, ableism, 
sexism, and classism in laws and policy. 

If eugenics’ focus on the superiority and power of 
white people sounds close to white supremacism, it 
should. It’s not a far jump from the VCCL’s valorization 
of the “good old Yankee stock [i.e., white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants]” in the Rural Vermont report to the Nazi 
celebration of supposed Aryan perfection. After all, 
eugenics programs in the U.S. did interest and inspire 
the Third Reich (Gallagher, 1999; Uenuma, 2017).

At this point, you might be wondering why I think 
this Most Perfect Baby cup is so amazing. It’s an artifact 
that illuminates the biases at the heart of an apparently 
wholesome competition. It also has clear connections to 
local and international atrocities committed in the name 
of eugenics. What’s so exciting about that?

There are two reasons that I particularly prize this 
cup: first, its tangibility, and, second, its resonance for 
today. First, the cup is (obviously) a physical object. 
So much historical information lies in documents, 
like the VCCL’s report (a book) or a Burlington Free 
Press article about the baby contests at the fair. Words 
on paper (or on a computer screen) provide vivid 
descriptions that bring the past to life, but we can only 
experience such recreations with our imaginations, not 
with our senses. Thus there’s a certain distance between 
us and the history we derive from documents. 

As much as I love historical documents and the 
words in them, they have a different effect on people 
than a sterling cup that people held, displayed proudly, 
and (maybe) drank from. A cup, being an artifact that 
we can interact with, just like the people who originally 
owned it, brings history to our senses — our hands, our 
eyes — with startling immediacy.

Second, the cup encapsulates topics that we still 
engage with today. Eugenics isn’t just history from 
a century or more before us. Ex-president Donald 
Trump’s description of white nationalists protesting 

at Charlottesville in 2017 as “some very fine people” 
condones white supremacy and its attendant eugenics 
beliefs at a national level. Closer to home, much recent 
handwringing about young people fleeing Vermont is 
ultimately based on concerns that “the good old Yankee 
stock” is losing its cultural and economic influence. The 
same assumptions about race, socioeconomic class, and 
disability that underpin this silver cup are also at play in 
discussions about Vermont’s “brain drain.” 

History isn’t dead. History is now. This cup, as a 
tangible artifact connecting Essex to the country’s long, 
messy, and morally objectionable interest in eugenics, 
proves it.
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THE LIFE, TRAGIC DEATH, AND LEGACY 
OF ESSEX JUNCTION’S FIRST FIRE CHIEF, GUY ALONZO PECK

tim JErman, EChS

It is highly unusual for local historical 
societies to receive detailed diaries 
and written recollections of earlier 

times that someone in a family hadn’t 
donated long ago, but such good fortune 
recently visited the Essex Community 
Historical Society. A UVM senior, Evan 
Peck from Lebanon, New Hampshire 
contacted us and said that he had recently 
taken an interest in his paternal great-
great-grandfather, Guy Alonzo Peck, 
who had lived in Essex in the early 20th 
century.  Would we be interested in written 
remembrances and photos from Guy’s 
sons Lynwood and Harold about growing 
up in the village of Essex 
Junction? 

  With our enthusiastic 
yes, Evan sent along not 
only a five-page memoir 
but family photos, a rare 
fire department photo, 
and a shorter memoir by 
Lynwood’s older brother 
Harold (ten years older). 
The biggest revelation in 
the memoir was that Guy 
Peck had met a tragic 
and senseless end in a car 
collision with a train on Park 
Street on August 20, 1917. 
Lynwood’s memoir captured 
the horrible memory in 
detail, including names of 
bystanders recognizable 
to many in Essex Junction 
today. A check with 
the Essex Junction Fire 
Department revealed that 
they certainly knew about 
their first chief Guy Peck, 
but nothing about his 
passing. 

  The Essex Junction 
Fire Department came into 

existence with the creation of the village 
in 1893. That very year, three wooden 
buildings owned by Samuel Brownell on 
Main Street burned to the ground. A much 
larger brick building designed George H. 
Guernsey of Montpelier arose a year later as 
the new Brownell Block, and the need for an 
organized volunteer fire department became 
obvious.

  Guy Alonzo Peck moved to Essex 
Junction to work as a plumber for Ralph O. 
Mudgett Hardware in 1901. Guy was born 
in 1876 in Broome County, New York, but 
his father Levi Byron Peck was a Vermonter 
born in Starksboro in 1841. Levi served in 

the Civil War, 2nd Vermont 
infantry, entering as a 
substitute from Bristol.  At 
some point after the war, 
Levi moved to New York, 
but he and his wife Janette 
Minerva Holley Randall 
Peck returned to Vermont 
and lived in Essex Junction. 
They both outlived their son 
Guy and are buried in the 
village cemetery. 

  From Lynwood Peck’s 
memoir, we can determine 
that Guy’s family lived at 
7 School Street, right next 
to the Park Street School 
and a pasture owned by 
Giles Willey, who lived 
below on Park Street. Much 
of Lynwood’s childhood 
memories involve neighbors 
in that area. Possibly Guy 
knew Ralph Mudgett, or 
responded to a job ad, or 
simply chose Essex Junction 
and then became employed 
by Mudgett. In any case, the 

Guy Peck’s parents Levi and Minerva Peck.

Guy Peck as a child.

Guy Peck in EJ Fire dept. 1910.

Guy alonzo PECk

ContinuEd on PaGE 6
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Guy alonzo PECk
ContinuEd from PaGE 5

village fire station was right next to the hardware store 
across from the Brownell Block, so Guy would have 
been able to attend his job and fire responsibilities easily.  
The Pecks were a musical family, and Lynwood went on 
to a long teaching career in Canaan, Vermont, from the 
beginning of the depression (early 1930’s) well into the 
1960s. He is still remembered in Canaan as a pillar of the 
community and strong advocate for education.

It’s too long to print here, but readers are 
encouraged to go to our website History Page at 

essexcommunityhistoricalsociety.org to follow the link 
to Lynwood and Harold Peck’s memories of Essex 
Junction from about 1910 to 1920. They were written in 
the 1980’s, but are fresh, funny, and sad. They evoke a 
simpler time, but one where the line between sickness 
and health, prosperity and poverty was thin indeed. 
Guy Peck’s death was a family disaster on many levels, 
but the indomitable spirit of his wife pulled the family 
through several trying times. The Pecks are alive and 
well and proud of their Essex Junction roots!

On Saturday May 14th, Essex Junction 
Cemetery Association in conjunction with the Essex 
Community Historical Society will host a stone 
cleaning workshop. The event will be held at The 
Village Cemetery on Main Street in Essex Junction. 
All are welcome to this FREE workshop!

Vermont Old Cemetery Association (VOCA) 
has generously offered to teach the safest and best 
way to clean and repair cemetery headstones. Please 
join us to learn the process and get some hands-on 
experience.

The Essex Community Historical Society will 
also be on site to share a historical perspective about 
the Village Cemetery, whose oldest stones date back 
to the 1700’s.

Please bring lunch, water and a pair of work 
gloves. A lawn chair might be desirable as well.      

                                                                                                                                                
Parking and restrooms will be provided by First 
Congregational Church at 39 Main Street.

WE HOPE TO SEE YOU THERE!

e
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The 
Historical 
Society earned 
$48.00 from 
the Hannaford 
“Bloomin 4 
Good” program 
in December.  
The money will go into the Restoration Fund for the 
Fort Ethan Allen Water Tower.  Thanks to all of you 
who purchased bouquets.

We would like 
to thank everyone 
who purchased our 
2022 calendar Essex 
Yesterday and Today.  
The project was a 
great success. We 
added $1,100 to the 
Fort Ethan Allen Water Tower Restoration Fund.  
It was such a success that we plan to do another 
calendar for 2023. Be watching for them to go on 
sale in the fall.

We are pleased to report that we were able to host seven first grade classes from Essex Elementary School 
in December to tour the museum. Classes watched a prerecorded tour given by Laurie Jordan and video-
ed by Ken Signorello, in their classrooms. When they arrived at the museum board members did a quick 
review, answering questions from the students. Following the review, the classes did a scavenger hunt and 
drew pictures of their favorite artifact.  The photos show students from Mrs. Rotach’s class at the dry sink 
and in the dairy corner, and drawings of artifacts.

Thank you for your donations:
The following donations were received after the fall ECHO was published.

To the Tower Restoration Fund:

Art and Jan Kilmer 
Will Parkinson

Don and Faye Soderberg
The Town of Essex Selectboard and Voters

To the ECHS Operating Fund:

Bruce and Ruth Ann Beers 
Ken Griffin
Peg Hamlin
Tim Jerman

Mary Johnson
Chuck Willard
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Join us in keeping the Harriet Powell 
Museum open to visitors in 2022.

Sign up for one Sunday afternoon at the 
Museum between June 5th and October 

9th.                                                                     

Reserve a date by emailing us at 
echsvt@gmail.com

NEWS 
UPDATE:  
A city is born:
Gov. Phil Scott 
has signed the 

H.491 bill 
creating the City 

of Essex Junction.


