
Nathan Bouton 

(1802 - 1878) 

Nathan Bouton, the first historian of Virgil, was 
born July 27, 1802. His parents were among the 
first settlers of Virgil, and Nathan would grow up to 
become an important and respected community 
member. As historian, he wrote Festal Gathering of 
the Early Settlers and Present Inhabitants of the 
Town of Virgil, Cortland County NY in 1878. Bouton 
completed the book a week before his death. The 
book is a mix of stories about the early settlers and 
both their hardships and successes. If you are 
interested in learning about some of the 
tribulations faced by those first families, you will 
find those stories here. 

Nathan showed an early aptitude for numbers so his father sought out an 
opportunity for him to apprentice as a surveyor. At the age of 13, he went to 
Genoa where he learned the trade for the yearly rate of $3 for tuition and $2 for 
board. He learned a great deal through hands on work as well as more formal 
study. He was furnished with surveying instruments in 1823 and he began his 
employment in the field. He would work at surveying for 44 years. Bouton did 
much work to settle disputed lines, working largely in Virgil, but also in nearby 
locations such as Marathon, Lapeer, Harford, Cortlandville, Dryden, Freetown, 
Scott, Truxton, and Homer.  

In addition to surveying, Bouton taught a select school for about ten years, the 
Virgil Literary Institute. Education was something Bouton saw great value in and 
he spent a good part of his life in some capacity in the field.  He held various 
positions over the years, including principal, commissioner, and inspector. 

Bouton was a public servant through and through. He served as the town 
superintendent, as a member of the board of supervisors, and was elected to the 
state legislature in 1857. Bouton was a deacon at the Presbyterian Church in Virgil 
of which he was a member for 56 years. He also served as the church clerk for 55 
years. The anti-slavery movement had many supporters in this area, and Bouton 
was among them. His home served as a stop on the Underground Railroad, and 
his wife’s brother-in-law William Gee utilized his home as the first station south of 



Virgil in Richford. In 1979, the Virgil Historical Society met at the former Bouton 
farm and viewed a trap door in the kitchen floor which led to a passageway to the 
barn. There was also what was believed to be a tunnel that led to nearby woods. 
The trapdoor has since been removed, and the tunnel opening has been filled 
with concrete. Many anti-slavery supporters embraced other causes of the day, 
and Bouton was no different. He was a staunch temperance advocate and often 
delivered speeches in support of temperance. In so many ways, Bouton was a 
progressive thinker, and he dreamed of bringing the railroad to Virgil. He invested 
in and lost money in railroad ventures. 

Although Nathan Bouton worked as a surveyor and a teacher, his primary 
occupation, like so many other men of the time, was as a farmer. In his lifetime, it 
was necessary to produce most of your own food and to put enough away for the 
winter months. Anyone who could grow extra crops sold them or used them for 
bartering with neighbors for other necessities. His interest in farming techniques 
led to the formation of the Virgil Agricultural Society. The agricultural society 
formed in 1854 and fairs were held until 1863. He served as president of the 
society for most of those ten years.  

Nathan Bouton was a dedicated public servant and his heart always remained in 
Virgil with the history he held so dear. His very common life had glimpses of 
greatness interspersed with the ordinary. He was a hometown hero in every 
sense of the word. 
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