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Pager Memoir 
 
 
My sister and brother and I thank you all for coming today, to celebrate the life of our 
father, Harold Putnam. He was a special person and a wonderful father. There is a 
lengthy obituary online, but I would like to share with you, on behalf of the three 
children, a few family stories that were not included in the obituary. 
 
For those who don’t know me, I am George Putnam, the youngest child of Harold and 
Lois Putnam. Beth is the oldest, and Bill is in the middle. Growing up on the farm, there 
was also another child. John was second in the birth order, and I’ll have more to say 
about him in a moment. 
 
With family and friends, our father was known as “Pager.” It looks like “pager” when 
written out, but it rhymes with logger. The name came about when the first grandchild 
was learning to speak. That was Jennifer Cole, now Jen Patterson. It sounded like she got 
“grandpa” backwards, and the name “Pager” stuck. 
 
The first story I want to share is how my father and mother met. My mother’s father was 
a Methodist minister. From 1917 to 1921 he was the minister in Cambridge, where the 
Putnams were active in the church. At the time my parents were very young, so I don’t 
think there was much going on between them, but their parents became good friends. The 
family history says that in 1918 my mother’s father took my father’s father for a ride in 
his Model T to St. Johnsbury for the celebrations at the end of World War I. (Gould p. 7) 
The family history also says that about 1920 a traveling Chautauqua came to town and 
put on a “Tom Thumb” wedding as entertainment. My mother was a bridesmaid and my 
father was the minister. They were four and five years old at the time, so I wouldn’t read 
too much into that, but it makes a good story. (Gould p. 6) 
 
In 1921 my mother’s family moved away, and it wasn’t until the 1940s that my parents 
got together again. As a young woman, my mother had made up her mind, for whatever 
reason, that she wanted to marry a farmer. She remembered the Putnams and found a way 
to return for visits. My parents were married on June 16, 1946 in the Cambridge 
Community Church. My mother’s father returned to the Cambridge church to perform the 
wedding ceremony. (Gould pp. 35-41) 
 
The newlyweds built a new house for themselves, the small white house across the 
highway from the farm, next to the sugarwoods. They called it “Put’s Palace.” They lived 
there until 1952 when they moved into the main farmhouse with three small children—
Beth, John and Bill. I came later in 1955. My parents lived in the main farmhouse until 
1975 when they returned to Put’s Palace and lived out their lives there. 
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It’s time to say a few words about John. John was a top student in high school and an 
Eagle Scout, like Bill. He was destined to go places. Those were the days of the Vietnam 
War, and John enlisted in the Army to become a helicopter pilot. He spent 18 months in 
Vietnam, twelve months in combat flying Cobra gunships. He earned several medals 
including the Distinguished Flying Cross and a Bronze Star, and was promoted to First 
Lieutenant. After returning from Vietnam, John was assigned to Fort Benning in Georgia. 
In November 1971, while on a training mission, two helicopters collided in midair, 
killing all four crewmen including John. It was one of the few times that I saw my father 
cry. We all cried. 
 
In John’s papers my parents found many notes and sayings. This one seems appropriate 
today (Putnam p. 114): 
 

If I never have the privilege and responsibility to have and raise a son, then 
I am thankful that I have a man for a father and I can only hope and pray 
that I have been the son that I would want as my own. 

 
Well, what kind of a man was our father? He was hardworking and innovative. He was 
humble and helpful. The family history is full of stories about helping neighbors, often 
swapping work with them. He was always appreciative of the people around him. He was 
honest and kind, and he always had a good story, usually about local history. 
 
This story about Pager from the family history is one of my favorites. Of course, this was 
written by my mother, so perhaps you should take this with a grain of salt (Putnam p. 74): 
 

[Mr. So-and-So] came to Cambridge in 1969, asking someone to 
recommend a land owner, for a lot, who was “the most honest person in 
town.” That person replied, “You’d better talk to Harold Putnam.” He did, 
bought the land and built [a house] [and] is still a good friend. 

 
Pager had an amazing ability to strike up a conversation with complete strangers. He 
could find something in common with just about anyone. In the summer of 1971, my 
father and mother visited Europe. Beth and Jerry were living in Germany, where Jerry 
was stationed in the Army. The four of them visited several countries, and while in 
Holland they lost Pager. They were just walking down the street, thinking they were all 
together, but when they looked around Pager was nowhere to be seen. After some 
searching they found him on a bench talking to a Dutch woman. She was a complete 
stranger, but Pager had found a connection with someone she knew in America. 
 
Pager was involved in many farm organizations. I want to mention two. The first is an 
organization that is not mentioned in the obituary, but which has several connections to 
the Putnam family. That is Farm Credit. My grandfather helped found one of the three 
Farmers Production Credit Associations that were created in Vermont in 1934; several 
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generations of Putnams have borrowed from Farm Credit; and I presently work for Farm 
Credit. Now you may think this story is about Pager and me, or Pager and Bill, but no, 
this story is about Pager and Beth. In March 1951 staff from the local electric cooperative 
visited the farm for a photo shoot during sugaring season. One photograph showed Pager 
in the woods, on his knees, holding a sap bucket that Beth—then three and a half years 
old—is drinking out of. I know you can’t see this photo, but I will be happy to show it to 
you afterwards. It’s really a cute photo. Anyway, the connection to Farm Credit is that a 
copy of this photograph hung on the wall of the Farm Credit office in South Burlington 
for many years. (Putnam p. 148) 
 
I also want to share a story about Richmond Cooperative Association. Again, this is my 
mother’s voice from the family history (Putnam p. 88): 
 

We shipped milk to Richmond Cooperative Association from 1964 until its 
demise. In time Harold was asked to run for director, and refused. Another 
year, he was nominated and accepted the nomination, to the surprise of all, 
who would have been happy to “campaign” for him. The incumbent, who 
had a reputation of not attending meetings because he had so many other 
“irons in the fire,” won by one vote. Harold, with his excellent attitudes 
toward life, had not voted for himself, but for his opponent. The next time a 
vacancy occurred, in 1976, he won handily. 

 
In 1979 Bill took over the Putnam Family Farm, and also Pager’s seat on the board of 
directors of Richmond Co-op. 
 
Pager lived a long life. Around 2009, when the region was celebrating the 400th 
anniversary of Samuel de Champlain’s voyage to Lake Champlain in 1609, Pager was 
fond of saying: “You know, Europeans only discovered this part of the world 400 years 
ago, and I’ve been around for almost a quarter of that time.” It is mind boggling to think 
about the changes in farming that have occurred in Pager’s lifetime. 
 

• In the field, work went from horses to tractors, first small and primitive, but soon 
becoming increasingly larger and more sophisticated. 

 
• In the barn, milking went from milking by hand with a lantern to robotic milkers.  

 
• In the sugarwoods, gathering sap went from buckets and horse-drawn gathering 

tubs to vacuum pipelines. In the sugarhouse, boiling went from burning wood 
felled and split by hand to reverse osmosis machines and highly efficient 
evaporators. Chainsaws and electric drills for tapping were big labor saving 
devices. 
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Electricity and the widespread adoption of the internal combustion engine revolutionized 
farming in Pager’s lifetime. 
 
Most of us here today only remember the last half of Pager’s life. We should remember 
that Pager was once young, too. He was once the young progressive innovator, trying to 
introduce change. His parents had grown up with horse-powered farming. It was Pager 
who introduced the first tractor to the farm in the 1940s. His mother used to say that he 
was born with gears in his head. 
 
But horses had their charm, too. When Pager was 22 years old, he bought a Morgan horse 
colt that he named Boots. This is a photo album that Pager kept of Boots. I didn’t know 
about this photo album until a few years ago, and my first thought on looking through it 
was: That horse was a chick magnet! Sure, there are some photos of Boots working on 
the farm. But there are more photos of Boots with every eligible young woman in the 
neighborhood!  
 
There are several photos of Boots with my mother, his future wife. My mother’s 
nickname was Pat. The caption says: “Boots and Pat, let it go at that.” 
 
Our father’s original nickname was Put. The line that comes to mind is:  
 

“Put and Pat, let it go at that.” 
 
Our parents were very proud of their grandchildren, as are we. On behalf of the 
grandchildren, Rebecca Towne has a few comments to share with you. 
 

http://bremlang.blogspot.com/2009/11/man-and-his-horse.html

