
 

If future flood waters of the Neshobe River were allowed to bypass its downtown intersection with Rt. 7 by 
building a sluiceway from the upper falls to a point below the lower falls…something that is now in the 
planning stage and being seriously considered for funding by the State…it would make the loop of the Neshobe 
between these points maintain a constant flow, and floods there would be impossible. Considering that the area 
has flooded periodically for eons, this would make sense on purely practical grounds, but we should look  

 

beyond mere practicality. The portion of the downtown between points A and B comprises the very reason for 
its existence, its original historic roots and a good measure of long-neglected commercial potential. 

 

Now let’s look at a very similar, if much larger, project. The Rio, in San Antonio TX, made a big loop around 
downtown, and often flooded. In 1921, it killed fifty people! 



 

In 1925, the city took down the City Market, its largest building, to allow the loop to be bypassed, and 
eventually big gates were installed at both ends of the loop, so that its level would always remain constant. The 
next huge flood, in 1946, did no damage downtown, let alone kill anyone. 

 

Now that the downtown loop of the river had become safe, sidewalks were built on both sides, restaurants, 
hotels and stores opened on its banks, and the “Riverwalk” has become one of the world’s great playgrounds. 

 



 

There are countless places to sit, beautiful scenery, things to do, plenty to eat, unusual shops and world class 
hotels, one of which is an 18th century convent with glorious arcades, open towards the water. There is even a 
theatre for plays, music and dance, whose seating is on one bank, and stage on the other, and sightseeing boats 
run along the Rio night and day. 

         

      



 

San Antonio is indeed similar in principle but not in scale, but consider the many opportunities that our own 
bypass would offer. Early Brandon was located at the crossing of the river and the main road because it was the 
only spot between Rutland and Middlebury with water power, and it was the exploitation of this power that led 
to settlement. In early Brandon, the river’s lower falls were lined with mills, all but one of which are now gone. 

 

The building of new structures in their place is now prevented by the danger of more flooding, but if the bypass 
were built a whole new downtown could be recreated, with gorgeous views of the lower falls from either side. 
The Vermont Country Store, one of the best-known businesses in the state, now has a pleasant, bucolic campus 
of barn-like buildings…with even a covered bridge, grist mill and water wheel…in southern Vermont. Such a 
business could now move north with a campus themed on the industrial revolution: mills cascading down both 
sides of the lower falls, connected by walkways hung high above the water. Not another opportunity of this 
magnitude exists elsewhere in our part of the state! And all this could look up at the bridge, restored to its 
marble pre-1921 elegance, as is now being considered as part of Section 6 highway improvements. The marble 
bridge, built in 1869 as a podium for our magnificent Town Hall, will again provide an unforgettable image of 
Brandon as the quintessential town of Vermont’s Era of Growth. 

 



 

 

There are many other opportunities to consider, so the numbered map above is provided as a guide. To the side 
of Town Hall stand the Town Offices (1), built in 1828 to house the offices of the Conant Ironworks, then 
becoming the offices of the Howe Scale Company, converted to the First National Bank of Brandon in 1869, 
given to the town when a much larger bank was built, and now in the process of rehabilitation after Irene.  

                     



It is a lovely  historic building which will soon have water on both sides again, as we hope to re-uncover the 
river north of the bridge…as it was until 1921. We have discussed the possibility that the Town would be 
willing to rent or sell this building in order to provide a more commercial venture on this key site. 

The long building next door is the Leary Building (2), and has a mix of tenants, including stores, services and 
an excellent French Pastry Shop and Delicatessen called Gourmet Provence (3). Under the present floodplain 
regulations, this building cannot provide terraces above the river, which would have a great view of the upper 
falls, but all this would be changed by the bypass. A proposed new pedestrian bridge (4) crossing the Neshobe 
is now being studied for this location, and an historic arched bridge is even available. Should this happen,  
Gourmet Provence would put tables and umbrellas for outdoor dining lining its approach. The old Watershed 
Tavern (6), now stands empty on the other side of the proposed pedestrian bridge, but could be re-opened as a 
restaurant, adding more outdoor and indoor dining. 
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On the other side of the pedestrian bridge, at (5), lies the large Read property which already contains a very long 
two story building (8) that was once Brandon Lumber and is now occasionally used for archery practice; a large 
elegant brick house built at the beginning of the 19th century; a large barn-like building along the river; and 
other barns and sheds. Once the bridge is built, and people can walk from Central Street to Seminary Street on 
walks criss-crossing this property…and perhaps also over another pedestrian bridge linking it to the back of the 
Brandon Inn…this development parcel, on which Mr. Read might entertain imaginative proposals, could house 
a large new commercial assemblage of boutiques, restaurants, pushcarts, park benches, Adirondack armchairs, 
and all manner of visitor amenities. Bordering the Read property and on the river (off the above map) is the 
empty former Brandon High School. This classical building was about to be converted to eight luxury 
condominiums, half already spoken for, when the Great recession struck and financing dried up. The present 
owner is eager for development. 

The space in front of the town offices and the Leary Building (7) is a key location in the new development area, 
visible to all passing cars; the VTrans map shows 4 parking spaces, which could be replaced by another 800 
square feet of plaza, and parking could be planned nearby instead. Around the corner, Seminary Street was once 
80 feet wide, accommodating 30 angled parking spaces, and could be so again, and the gas station on the 
opposite corner has land for parking. 

 West of the bridge, on the lower falls, is a large ex-mill, now an antique store (9), called Three Corners. This is 
the possible cornerstone of the cascading lower falls development described above, and its owners are energetic 
and imaginative New Yorkers who would be open to a range of development ideas. Downstream from this 
building is a large piece of town land (10), car accessible from Brigg’s Lane,  which could be the site of another 
parking lot and a platform for viewing the falls, which from here look quite dramatic…or this land could 
sweeten the pot for a favored developer. 



 
LOOKING UP AT THE LOWER FALLS 

Beyond the bypass, the land would remain subject to periodic flooding, but wilderness walks could lead into the 
river’s floodplain, even though they would need repairs after future floods, and a group of volunteers have 
actually begun to work on this. The falls also look great when viewed from the wilderness of the floodplain, and 
such walks would add a different perspective for the more adventuresome.  

 

Green Park (11) has a new gazebo for music and other entertainment, and crowds gather around it and its 
terrace, looking down at the lower falls. The less-used portion of the park, along Rte. 7, could provide sheltered 
space for pushcarts and vendors in the form of a portico, with a great arch revealing the public plaza at its 
center.  

While the main focus of this essay is on downtown development for tourism, it should be noted that the 
Brandon Waterwalk can and should expand eastward up into the headwaters of the Neshobe River, with the 
bike and footpath eventually leading to the impressive ruins of the Forestdale Ironworks, with its two blast 
furnaces.  The river (12) between Brandon and Forestdale was once in open fields and more accessible for 



swimming and fishing; if a waterwalk now follows its banks, allowing for strolling and bicycling, we could 
dredge out swimming and fishing holes. There could be park benches, picnic tables, and even ice cream stands 
and similar comforts provided by appropriately-designed concessions. Vermont towns can attract many kinds of 

            

tourism. There are the autos full of shoppers and sightseers, but there are also thousands of cyclists who come to 
exercise while they enjoy the scenery, and hikers and climbers looking for an even more strenuous day. With its 
fortuitous location at the foot of the Green Mountains and their best pass to the central valley, its profusion of 
good Bed and Breakfasts for every pocketbook, its entry point to the Long Trail and its unspoiled historic 
heritage, Brandon can easily become our most complete and rewarding tourist destination. 

      Respectfully,  

            

      Maximilian Ferro, FAIA 

      802. 247 6924  greatcom@comcast.net  
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