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ABSTRACT

Nineteenth century tourism on Lake Memphremagog – situated in the Eastern
Townships of Québec astride the Canadian/American border – was
predominately American. Environmental and social circumstances isolated the
region from the rest of Lower Canada and oriented it within an American
sphere of influence. Through an analysis of tourist literature, it is argued that
Lake Memphremagog’s tourism was both reflective and constitutive of
overwhelming economic, technological and socio-political transformations in
the United States. Synthesizing these factors with the region’s physical
landscape, tourism on the lake provided a culturally and ideologically
meaningful experience that people could embrace as a positive consequence
of tremendous upheaval.

RÉSUMÉ

Au dix-neuvième siècle, le tourisme sur le lac Memphrémagog – situé dans les
Cantons-de-l’Est du Québec, à cheval sur la frontière canado-américaine – provenait
principalement des États-Unis. Des particularités sociales et environnementales
avaient isolé la région du reste du Bas-Canada et l’avaient orientée vers une sphère
d’influence américaine. Par une analyse de la documentation écrite sur le tourisme, le
texte montre que l’activité touristique sur le lac Memphrémagog était à la fois le reflet
et la composante d’importantes transformations économiques, technologiques et
sociopolitiques aux États-Unis. En ajoutant à ces facteurs le paysage physique de la
région, l’activité touristique sur le lac offrait une expérience culturelle et idéologique
significative que les gens vivaient comme une conséquence positive d’un formidable
bouleversement.



On October 11, 1899, a pot of tar left heating on a stove start-
ed a fire that completely destroyed the Mountain House
hotel situated at the base of Owl’s Head Mountain, on the

western shore of Lake Memphremagog, in the Eastern Townships of
Québec. The building’s timbers and framed walls, sawn, ironically,
from the very trees that hotel guests had escaped their workaday
lives to enjoy, burned with alarming efficiency. As the Stanstead Jour-
nal reported, “ the hotel … with annex … burnt to the ground in
about an hour … The boat house, dance hall, etc … are still left but
they present a lonesome appearance.”1 The hotel was never rebuilt;
in many respects, its demise signaled the end of a specific era of
tourism on the Lake that began in the mid-nineteenth century. This
paper – as part of a larger research project that chronicles the advent
and changing nature of tourism on Lake Memphremagog primarily
through an investigation of American and Canadian travel literature
– considers pertinent tourism historiography when contemplating
the Lake Memphremagog region and introduces a new framework
in which to consider the growth of tourism in the region during the
second half of the nineteenth century.2

This paper poses and answers the questions: who traveled to Lake
Memphremagog in the second half of the nineteenth century, and why did
they do so? With due respect for the complexity of individual human
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Owl’s Head Lake Memphremagog
Newport, Vt. Owl’s Head Hotel Co., ca 1890

This image of the Mountain House Hotel at the base of Owl’s Head Mountain on Lake Memphremagog
appears in the 1890s, during the last decade of its existence.  It epitomizes the culmination of physical
landscape, technological and market change, and recreation – all central to the new liberal-oriented,

middle class tourist experience in the region during the second half of the nineteenth century.



choice – there are potentially numerous reasons why people chose
this given tourist destination – it is suggested that sufficient evidence
exists to offer a coherent (and multifaceted) answer to these ques-
tions. Indeed, the advent of tourism on Lake Memphremagog must
be interrogated as both reflective and constitutive of broad-pattern
changes in humans’ (primarily Americans’) interaction, simultane-
ously, with each other and with the surrounding physical environ-
ment.

Historians, in general, agree that the very idea of moving from
one place (usually home) to another (a temporary destination) holds
different meaning for different societies over time. Eric Leed notes
how travel as necessity gave way to travel as pilgrimage, then to trav-
el as an indication of freedom, as constructed in a modern liberal,
market-driven society.3 Leed’s account, however, does not conclu-
sively grapple with the critical distinction between tourism and its
cognate term, travel – one of the most challenging aspects of histo-
riography in the field. For Boorstin, tourism entails a search for pseu-
do-events, distinct from reality, whereas travel (and the traveler)
assumes a quest for true experience. Tourist, then, describes one who
arrives with preconceived notions about her experience, apparent-
ly with little regard for the day-to-day realities of life in the given
destination.4 On the other hand, Dean MacCannell argues that the
tourist actually desires to find authenticity in the travel experience
and that this search is a defining component in today’s modern soci-
ety.5

Historically, “traveler” has been associated with pre-nineteenth
century excursions. Into the nineteenth century, the differentiation
between the traveler and the tourist became problematic as upper
class and middle class individuals accused one another of being
tourists – a pejorative term, associated with superficial experience.
Yet, it is important to note, as Ian McKay does through his investi-
gation of the creation of the idealized “folk” of Nova Scotia, that
searching for some presumably “true” experience, or essence, is con-
tingent.6 For, this “true” experience is relative to cultural conven-
tions and there is no absolute assurance that a “true” experience
even exists. Regardless, for the purposes of this essay, “tourist”
implies all individuals traveling to the Lake Memphremagog region
for specific recreational purposes.

What all these tourists have in common is what sociologist John
Urry calls the “tourist gaze.”7 By Urry’s reckoning, the tourist
assumes a particular subject viewing position, which, in turn, derives
from her own cultural values. The tourist gaze connects with Peter
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Burke’s discussion of “eyewitnessing,” wherein he emphasizes the
fact that all images (including the visual representations of nature
central to the discussion of this essay) are created deliberately, for a
specific purpose, and that such images must be placed in context
with regard to society’s socio-cultural and political realities.8 The per-
ceiving subject, in this case a tourist, brings historically relative ways
of viewing images that are themselves conditioned by wider socio-
cultural and environmental determinants. The tourist experience is
thus an amalgam of contingently created images, construed accord-
ing to contingent forms of seeing. Moreover, applying these ideas to
tourism helps one contemplate the trend as a subset of the encom-
passing social phenomenon, consumption, which is often associat-
ed with tactile, material objects. Pierre Bourdieu describes
consumption as:

[A] process of communication, that is, an act of deciphering,
decoding, which presupposes practical or explicit mastery of a
cipher or code. In a sense … to see (voir) is a function of the
knowledge (savoir) … A work of art has meaning only for some-
one who possesses the cultural competence, that is, the code, into
which it is encoded.9

Indeed, although nature (specific manifestations of physical land-
scapes) in tourism is not used up in the consumption process, it is
nevertheless the “product” around which the conventions of class
distinction are mediated.

Several historians who focus on tourism, travel, and natural envi-
ronments employ implicit references to these theoretically orient-
ed considerations of tourism. For instance, Alan MacEachern,
Roderick Nash and Richard Sellars explore how environmental fac-
tors and specific conceptual views of nature dominate tourist ideol-
ogy and are at the core of the creation of several North American
national parks.10 Timothy Todd Bawden, Orvar Lofgren, Piers
 Brendon, and Patricia Jasen, also discuss the growth of tourism and
of specific tourist ideologies and industries as cause and consequence
of certain social and cultural realities.11 Bawden, through the growth
of the “back to nature” movement, emphasizes the wider social con-
text as crucial in the development of tourism in Wisconsin during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Lofgren views
tourism, institutionalized from the late eighteenth century onward,
as a site of cultural production. Brendon credits Englishman,
Thomas Cook, with the creation of the European conception of
tourism for those not within the elite class. Jasen illustrates how
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romanticism helped forge a tourist industry around Niagara Falls.
Moreover, Cindy S. Aron concludes that tourism plays a role in
molding American culture while raising social anxieties about the
tourist experience that reflect wider social and cultural values.12 Scott
C. Martin views leisure in southwestern Pennsylvania as a site of cul-
tural construction where ideas about ethnicity, class and gender
developed and functioned as a “cultural palliative for and response
to the pressures generated by their changing and industrializing soci-
ety.”13

Finally, several scholars focus specifically on tourism in nine-
teenth century northeastern United States. Kenneth John Myers,
exploring tourism in the Catskill Mountains, emphasizes the require-
ment of both objectification and commodification of the natural
world for tourism to function in the area.14 Thomas A. Chambers
surveys tourism at mineral springs in New York and Virginia and the
class issues these tourist areas create.15 John F. Sears highlights the
role of tourism in creating American culture, wherein technologi-
cal change (reliable transportation) and cultural intermediaries help
confer certain values on the surrounding landscapes.16 Dona Brown,
focusing on New England, stresses economic and technological alter-
ations in American society that helped shape tourism as a com-
modity for sale.17 These investigations support the inquiry into how
tourism on Lake Memphremagog reflects and helps construct the
society in which it is found. Specifically, tourism – the particular
experience, the physical landscapes, and the set of entailed activities
and emotions depicted in the travel literature for the Lake Mem-
phremagog region – became a commodity in that market system
which sold its image to financially and culturally designated groups.

Tourism is not a homogenous phenomenon. More often than
not, North American tourism, during the latter half of the nine-
teenth century, is viewed as a reaction against the industrial revo-
lution, which inspired a romantic response involving a retreat to
nature among social elites. Certainly, the massive changes wrought
by industrialization were of primary importance; but it cannot be
assumed that all tourism amounted to a romantic reply to industri-
alization. Some reactions amounted to outright rejections of indus-
trial society, while others offered subtle support for the same.
Expressions, either of dissatisfaction or approval towards the indus-
trial revolution, differed depending on their precise timing, location,
and physical environment in which they emerged and found a
voice. As a corollary to this, beyond reading tourism as reflective of
(or a response to) deep-seated changes in society generally, the
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analysis should go further and attempt to understand how, and to
what extent, tourism actually constitutes modern society and drives
change therein. The circumstances of Lake Memphremagog provide
an example of how this was the case.

The latter half of the nineteenth century in the Lake Mem-
phremagog region may be designated as the genesis of what geog-
rapher, Richard Butler, categorizes as the Tourism Area Life Cycle
(TALC).18 However, certain qualifications need to be included. With-
in the TALC, initial, sporadic travel by non-locals to see nature or
cultural features of a region, who have contact with but little influ-
ence on local populations (exploration stage), gives way to regular
and systematized excursions with greater local involvement
(involvement stage). Following, specific advertisements for tourist
travel prevail and local populations are pushed out of the market
centre and larger alterations appear in the physical landscape (early
development stage).19 This evolution reflects development in the
Lake Memphremagog region, wherein non-local individuals travel-
ing to the area at irregular times for its natural characteristics – and
the socio-cultural values imbued in those landscapes – transformed
into a more steady flow, culminating in a decline of a specific form
of resort tourism by the end of nineteenth century and the rise of
cottage tourism, which continues into the twenty-first century, as
considered by Richard M. Lagiewski.20 However, despite local
involvement within early tourism, there is a dominant non-local
tourist management from the beginning. This may be explained by
the unique combination of topography, geographic location, and
settlement and social patterns found within the region.

As demonstrated by several environmental historians, including
Richard White and historical geographers, like Matthew Evenden,
nature does not stop at artificially constructed international bor-
ders.21 Lake Memphremagog, itself, straddles the international bor-
der, one third residing in the state of Vermont and two-thirds
residing in Québec. Topographically, the Lake Memphremagog
region resembled northern New England as opposed to the physi-
cal environment of the St. Lawrence River valley, which the major-
ity of early New France/Lower Canada inhabitants, from the
sixteenth century onward, experienced.22 As part of the Appalachi-
an Mountain system – shared with the northeastern United States –
the Lake Memphremagog region occupied an uneven surface with
uplands and lowlands, valleys and mountains, one of the highest
being Owl’s Head on the western shore of the Lake.23 The area, until
agricultural techniques spawned grasslands in several locations, con-
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sisted of southeastern mixed forest with isolated patches of decidu-
ous forest. The natural waterways of the region, excluding Lake
Memphremagog and the St. Francis River, provided few navigable
transportation routes. Environmental features thus isolated the
region from the rest of Québec.

Just as nature does not stop at the international border neither
does societal formation.24 Owing to geographic realities, including
the limited navigable waterways and dense forests, as well as politi-
cal concerns, like the fear many leaders in Québec City had regard-
ing invasion by the United States, white settlers did not inhabit the
Eastern Townships until 1791. The settlement was unique in terms
of its social and spatial organization with regards to relationships
within the region and between it and both Lower Canada and the
United States.25

Despite the layered quality of white settlement within the East-
ern Townships, first by Loyalists and Americans then by British
immigrants and finally by French-Canadians, throughout the peri-
od under consideration in this paper, a dominant Anglophone – and
American oriented – population remained in the Lake Memphrem-
agog region, who, located themselves around the Lake using the
associate system.26 Crucially, local farmers, merchants and affluent
Americans continued to depend on and perpetuate their social and
economic connections in the United States. These connections tied
communities on either side of the border together and created a
unique situation in which smuggling, lumber trading, agriculture,
as well as other cross-border activities, including tourism, became a
complex mix of different perceptions of the region among British
officials in Québec City, New Englanders and the local inhabitants.
However, even as railways became the most important transporta-
tion vehicle for industry in the area beginning in the 1850s, carry-
ing growing numbers of commodities – including tourists – from
Montreal and Québec City, Lake Memphremagog lay primarily with-
in the New England sphere of influence.27

Two concepts help explain Lake Memphremagog tourism during
the second half of the nineteenth century as both a reflective and
constitutive manifestation of social change in the northeastern Unit-
ed States. The first concept is borrowed from environmental histo-
rian, William Cronon. In his compelling book, Nature’s Metropolis,
Cronon asserts that city and country, traditionally viewed as dis-
tinct, are components of a single landscape.28 By tracking commod-
ity flows – commodities being products of nature transformed into
capital – between Chicago and its hinterland areas, Cronon shows
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how the metropolis and the countryside developed mutually rein-
forcing identities, each bearing marks of the other, but which are not
in opposition.29

Cronon’s book focuses on tactile commodities such as lumber,
wheat and meat. However, his framework can be profitably used to
extend ideas about tourism on the northern fringes of New England
in the nineteenth century. Tourists themselves may be thought of
as representing a kind of commodity flow, which defines deep con-
nections between major urban centres, such as Boston and New
York, at given stages of economic and political growth, and the
reputedly unconnected northern frontier.30 Lake Memphremagog
tourism must be seen as an integral commodity flow in and of itself,
among – not external to – others within New England’s changing
economy.

However, this particular commodity flow was qualitatively dif-
ferent from others, which one can interpret through a second orga-
nizing concept, market revolution. This term broadly incorporates
the overwhelming transformation and development of the Ameri-
can economic structure from the early nineteenth century onward,
wherein the traditional rural, self-sufficient and household oriented
system reorganized into a market and commodity oriented one.
Tourism began on Lake Memphremagog in the 1850s. In its early
form, Memphremagog tourism is an outgrowth of the fallout from
a several-decade period of market expansion and integration in the
United States. This fallout culminated most acutely in the so-called
panic of 1837, though its political legacy survived through the
1840s. In particular, President Andrew Jackson’s ideal of popular sov-
ereignty could not be squared with growing economic disparities
or with the increasingly powerful notion of fierce and open compe-
tition within the marketplace. Paralleled with the market eruption
was tremendous alteration in dominant social structures. With a
new market scheme and commodity flows between city and coun-
try as well as new employment relationships within the industrial
framework, social relationships shifted, ideological paradigms
became confused and new financial categories emerged. A yet unde-
fined socio-economic, commercial oriented and historically con-
tingent category developed – the middle-class.31

With reduced faith in the government’s ability to quell these soci-
etal repercussions of the market explosion, the population – espe-
cially those within the emerging middle-class – looked elsewhere for
answers. Liberalism, as an assemblage of ideological principles
favouring individualism and the individual’s pursuit of equality, lib-
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erty and property, provided one suitable answer for the market-dri-
ven economy and social life enveloping Americans.32 By 1850, lib-
eralism, and the new social structure from which it simultaneously
developed and helped create, became dominant forces.33

Lake Memphremagog’s surroundings, described by tourists and
promoters alike as raw, unadorned and empty, offered visitors a nat-
ural metaphor for this emerging liberal ideology. For, the Lake Mem-
phremagog region, as depicted in tourist literature, lacking, as of yet,
any American social or political affiliation, became representative of
liberalism and the new market reality developing in the American
middle-class. In this sense, Memphremagog tourism was doubly
important as a commodity flow. It functioned as a vehicle through
which the middle-class perpetuated and validated the new liberal
ideology, specifically through the invocation of natural metaphors
and landscape imagery.34 As Simon Schama relates, landscapes – as
representations of the physical environment – are culture before
they are nature; they are human creations.35 Extending from the
wilderness landscape of nineteenth century America that invoked
strong emotional representations of the American way – including
such key concepts in the definition of the American cultural sys-
tem as individualism, independence, freedom, economic equality
and democracy – the tourist landscapes of Lake Memphremagog
functioned in a similar manner.36 The socio-economic and cultural
change in America, as embodied in the market and transportation
revolutions; the infusion of freedom, individualism and raw,
unadorned and seemingly endless nature into Lake Memphrema-
gog’s physical environment; and the region’s natural separation
from the rest of Canada and orientation towards the United States,
culminated in a liberal landscape which the middle-class could
embrace as a reassuring consequence of overwhelming change. Alto-
gether, these realities forged, in the language of Benedict Ander-
son, a new imagined tourist community.37
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