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“Penobscot to Cape Cod”

by John Smith

From A Description of New England (1616)

English explorer, soldier of fortune, and adventurer John Smith (1580–1631) left home at age 16 and became a mercenary in Europe and the Middle East. In 1605 he returned to England, and at age 27 he signed on with the Virginia Company and sailed with the Jamestown colonists. Assuming a leadership role, he proved able at dealing with the Native Americans, exceedingly resourceful and audacious. While in Virginia, he explored the Chesapeake Bay area and was involved in a variety of political intrigues, some of them life-threatening. He returned to England in 1609 amidst political controversy.

Hired by London merchants in 1614 in the hope he would find gold and harvest whales for oil and other products, he set out to explore the coast from Massachusetts to Maine. His return with furs and fish disappointed investors. After two more unsuccessful attempts, he spent the rest of his life in the British Isles, where he wrote several books about his experiences. He coined the name “New England” by publishing a map with that title in 1616. That same year he published A Description of New England , which is excerpted here.


“PENOBSCOT TO CAPE COD”

The most Northern part I was at, was the Bay of Pennobscot, which is East and West, North and South, more than ten leagues: but such were my occasions, I was constrained to be satisfied of them I found in the Bay, that the River ran far up into the Land, and was well inhabited with many people, but they were from their habitations, either fishing among the Iles, or hunting the Lakes and Woods, for Deer and Bears. The Bay is full of great Islands, of one, two, six, eight, or ten miles in length, which divides it into many faire and excellent good harbors. On the East of it, are the Tarrantines, their mortal enemies, where inhabit the French, as they report that live with those people, as one nation or family. And Northwest of Pennobscot is Mecaddacut, at the foot of a high mountain, a kind of fortress against the Tarrantines, adjoining to the high mountains of Pennobscot, against whose feet doth beat the Sea: But overall the Land, Iles, or other impediments, you may well see them sixteen or eighteen leagues from their situation. Segocket is the next; then Nusconsus, Pemmaquid, and Sagadahock. Up this River where was the Western plantation are Aumuckcawgen, Kinnebeck, and diverse others, where there is planted some corn fields. Along this River 40 or 50 miles, I saw nothing but great high cliffs of barren Rocks, overgrown with wood: but where the Savages dwelt there the ground is exceeding fat and fertile. Westward of this River, is the Country of Aucocisco, in the bottom of a large deep Bay, full of many great Iles, which divides it into many good harbors. Sowocotuck is the next, in the edge of a large sandy Bay, which hath many Rocks and Iles, but few good harbors, but for Barks, I yet know. But all this Coast to Pennobscot, and as far I could see Eastward of it is nothing but such high craggy Cliffy Rocks and stony Iles, that I wondered such great trees could grow upon so hard foundations. It is a Country rather to affright, then delight one. And how to describe a more plain spectacle of defoliation or more barren I know not. Yet the Sea there is the strangest fish-pond I ever saw; and those barren Iles so furnished with good woods, springs, fruits, fish, and fowl, that it makes mee think though the Coast be rocky, and thus affrightable; the Valleys, Plaines, and interior parts, may well (notwithstanding) be very fertile. But there is no kingdom so fertile hath not some part barren: and New England is great enough, to make many Kingdoms and Countries, were it all inhabited. As you pass the Coast still Westward, Accominticus and Passataquack are two convenient harbors for small barks; and a good Country, within their craggy cliffs. Angoam is the next; This place might content a right curious judgement: but there are many sands at the entrance of the harbor: and the worst is, it is inbayed too far from the deep Sea. Here are many rising hills, and on their tops and descents many corn fields, and delightful groves. On the East, is an Ile of two or three leagues in length; the one half, plain moorish grass fit for pasture, with many faire high groves of mulberry trees gardens: and there is also Oaks, Pines, and other woods to make this place an excellent habitation, being a good and safe harbor.

Naimkeck though it be more rocky ground (for Angoam is sandy) not much inferior; neither for the harbor, nor any thing I could perceive, but the multitude of people. From hence doth stretch into the Sea the faire headland Tragabigzanda, fronted with three Iles called the three Turks heads: to the North of this, doth enter a great Bay, where we found some habitations and corn fields: they report a great River, and at least thirty habitations, do possess this Country. But because the French had got their Trade, I had no leisure to discover it. The Iles of Mattahunts are on the West side of this Bay, where are many Iles, and questionless good harbors: and then the Country of the Massachusets, which is the Paradise of all those parts: for, here are many Iles all planted with corn; groves, mulberries, savage gardens, and good harbors: the Coast is for the most part, high clay sandy cliffs. The Sea Coast: as you pass, shows you all along large corn fields, and great troupes of well-proportioned people: but the French having remained here near six weeks, left nothing for us to take occasion to examine the inhabitants relations, viz. if there be near three thousand people upon these Iles; and that the River doth pierce many days journeys the entrails of that Country. We found the people in those parts very kind; but in their fury no less valiant. For, upon a quarrel we had with one of them, he only with three others crossed the harbor of Quonahassit to certain rocks whereby we must pass; and there let fly their arrows for our shot, till we were out of danger.

Then come you to Accomack, an excellent good harbor, good land; and no want of any thing, but industrious people. After much kindness, upon a small occasion, we fought also with forty or fifty of those: though some were hurt, and some slain; yet within an hour after they became friends. Cape Cod is the next presents it self: which is only a headland of high hills of sand, overgrown with shrubby pines, hurts, and such trash; but an excellent harbor for all weathers. This Cape is made by the main Sea on the one side, and a great Bay on the other in form of a sickle: on it doth inhabit the people of Pawmet: and in the bottom of the Bay, the people of Capawack. Towards the South and South west of this Cape, is found a long and dangerous shoal of sands and rocks. But so far as I encircled it, I found thirty fathom water aboard the shore and a strong current: which makes mee think there is a Channel about this shoal; where is the best and greatest fish to be had, Winter and Summer, in all that Country. But, the Savages say there is no Channel, but that the shoals begin from the main at Pawmet, to the Ile of Nausit; and so extends beyond their knowledge into the Sea. The next to this is Capawack, and those abounding Countries of copper, corn, people, and minerals; which I went to discover this last year; but because I miscarried by the way, I will leave them, till God please I have better acquaintance with them.







“Hurricane and Earthquake”

by William Bradford

From Of Plimoth Plantation (1651)

Born in England, William Bradford (1590–1657) lost his parents at an early age and was raised by relatives. As a boy he joined a radical branch of Puritanism known as Separatists and eventually left for the Netherlands with other church members to escape persecution. More than ten years later, in 1620, he sailed for America on the Mayflower . The following spring he was elected governor of the Plymouth Colony and served in that capacity, with some breaks, for most of the remainder of his life.

Bradford was intimately involved in all phases of the colony including economic, judicial, and religious matters. He kept meticulous notes on the founding and ongoing life of the Plymouth Colony. About 1630 he began his History of Plimoth Plantation , which he completed in 1651. In it he records the origins of the Separatist movement, the flight from England to Holland, the voyage of the Mayflower , the founding of the colony, and every aspect of life in the new settlement from crops to storms, commercial transactions to crimes, relations with the natives to colonial political intrigue. After Bradford’s death the manuscript passed through several hands and was not printed in its entirety until 1856.

This excerpt from his journal, edited into a more readable form, describes two successive disasters, a hurricane in 1635 and an earthquake three years later.



“HURRICANE AND EARTHQUAKE”


1635

This year, the 14 or 15 of August (being Saturday) was such a mighty storm of wind and rain, as none living in these parts, either English or Indians, ever saw. Being like (for the time it continued) to those Hurricanes and Typhoons that writers make mention of in the Indies. It began in the morning, a little before day, and grew not by degrees, but came with violence in the beginning, to the great amazement of many. It blew down sundry houses, and uncovered others; diverse vessels were lost at sea, and many more in extreme danger. It caused the sea to swell (to the southward of this place) above 20 foot, right up and down, and made many of the Indians to climb into trees for their safety; it took off the boarded roof of a house which belonged to the plantation at Manamet, and floated it to another place, the posts still standing in the ground; and if it had continued long without the shifting of the wind, it is like it would have drowned some part of the country. It blew down many hundred thousands of trees, turning up the stronger by the roots, and breaking the higher pine trees off in the middle, and the tall young oaks and walnut trees of good bigness were wound like a wreath, very Strange and fearful to behold. It began in the southeast, and parted toward the south and east, and veered sundry ways; but the greatest force of it here was from the former quarters. It continued not (in the extremity) above 5 or 6 hours, but the violence began to abate. The signs and marks of it will remain this 100 years in these parts where it was sorest. The moon suffered a great eclipse the 2nd night after it.




1638

This year, about the 1st or 2nd of June, was a great and fearful earthquake; it was in this place heard before it was felt. It came with a rumbling noise, or low murmur, like unto remote thunder; it came from the northward, and passed southward. As the noise approached nearer, the earth began to shake, and came at length with that violence as caused platters, dishes, and such like things as stood upon shelves, to clatter and fall down; yea, persons were afraid of the houses themselves. It so fell out that at the same time diverse of the chiefs of this town were met together at one house, conferring with some of their friends that were upon their removal from the place, (as if the Lord would hereby show the signs of his displeasure, in their shaking a pieces and removals one from another). However it was very terrible for the time, and as the men were set talking in the house, some women and others were without the doors, and the earth shook with that violence as they could not stand without catching hold of the posts and pails that stood next them; but the violence lasted not long. And about half an hour, or less, came another noise and shaking, but neither so loud nor strong as the former, but quickly passed over; and so it ceased. It was not only on the sea coast, but the Indians felt it within land; and some ships that were upon the coast were shaken by it. So powerful is the mighty hand of the Lord, as to make both the earth and sea to shake, and the mountains to tremble before him, when he pleases; and who can stay his hand? It was observed that the summers, for diverse years together after this earthquake, were not so hot and seasonable for the ripening of corn and other fruits as formerly; but more cold and moist, and subject to early and untimely frosts, by which, many times, much Indian corn came not to maturity; but whether this was any cause, I leave it to naturalists to judge.









“Secondly, of Beasts”

by John Josselyn

From New England’s Rarities, Discovered in Birds, Beasts, Fishes, Serpents, and Plants of that Country (1672)

Born in Kent, England, John Josselyn (?–1675) was a mysterious traveler about whom not much is known. He visited New England in 1638, meeting with John Cotton and John Winthrop and staying over a year. He made the difficult Atlantic crossing again in 1663, after which he published New England’s Rarities, Discovered in Birds, Beasts, Fishes, Serpents, and Plants of that Country (1672) and An Account of Two Voyages to New England (1674). He has been criticized for his extreme “credulity”—believing everything told to him about the New World—but also praised by writers like Henry David Thoreau for his attention to natural history. The slightly modernized excerpt below might be very funny to twenty-first-century readers, but also contains some priceless details.


“SECONDLY, OF BEASTS”


The Bear, which are generally Black

The bear. They live four months in caves; that is, all winter. In the spring, they bring forth their young ones. They seldom have above three cubs in a litter; are very fat in the fall of the leaf, with feeding upon acorns; at which time they are excellent venison. Their brains are venomous. They feed much upon water-plantain in the spring and summer, and berries, and also upon a shell-fish called a horse-foot; and are never mankind—i.e., fierce—but in rutting-time; and then they walk the country,—twenty, thirty, forty, in a company,—making a hideous noise with roaring, which you may hear a mile or two before they come so near as to endanger the traveler. About four years since, acorns being very scarce up in the country, some numbers of them came down amongst the English plantations, which generally are by the sea-side. At one town called Gorgiana, in the Province of Meyn (called also New Sommersetshire), they kill’d fourscore.




For Aches and Cold Swellings

Their grease is very good for aches and cold swellings. The Indians anoint themselves therewith from top to toe; which hardens them against the cold weather. A black bear’s skin heretofore was worth forty shillings; now you may have one for ten: much used by the English for beds and coverlets, and by the Indians for coats.




For Pain and Lameness upon Cold

One Edw. Andrews, being foxt [drunk], and falling backward cross a thwart in a shallop or fisher-boat, and taking cold upon it, grew crooked, lame, and full of pain; was cured, lying one winter upon bears’ skins newly flayed off, with some upon him, so that he sweat every night.




The Wolf

The wolf, of which there are two kinds,—one with a round-ball’d foot, and are in shape like mongrel mastiffs; the other with a flat foot. These are liker greyhounds; and are called deer-wolfs, because they are accustomed to prey upon deer. A wolf will eat a wolf new-dead: and so do bears, as I suppose; for their dead carcasses are never found, neither by the Indian nor English. They go a-clicketing twelve days, and have as many whelps at a litter as a bitch. The Indian dog is a creature begotten ’twixt a wolf and a fox; which the Indians, lighting upon, bring up to hunt the deer with. The wolf is very numerous, and go in companies,—sometimes ten, twenty, more or fewer; and so cunning, that seldom any are kill’d with guns or traps: but, of late, they have invented a way to destroy them, by binding four maycril-hooks a cross with a brown thread; and then, wrapping some wool about them, they dip them in melted tallow till it be as round and as big as an egg. These (when any beast hath been kill’d by the wolves) they scatter by the dead carcass, after they have beaten off the wolves. About midnight, the wolves are sure to return again to the place where they left the slaughtered beast; and the first thing they venture upon will be these balls of fat.




For Old Aches

A black wolf’s skin is worth a beaver-skin among the Indians; being highly esteemed for helping old aches in old people worn as a coat. They are not mankind, as in Ireland and other countries; but do much harm by destroying of our English cattle.




The Raccoon

The raccoon liveth in hollow trees, and is about the size of a gib-cat. They feed upon mass, and do infest our Indian-corn very much. They will be exceeding fat in autumn. Their flesh is somewhat dark, but good food roasted.




For Bruises and Aches

Their fat is excellent for bruises and aches. Their skins are esteemed a good, deep fur; but yet, as the wild-cats, somewhat coarse.





The Porcupine

The porcupine, in some parts of the country eastward towards the French, are as big as an ordinary mongrel cur; a very angry creature, and dangerous,—shooting a whole shower of quills with a rouse at their enemies; which are of that nature, that, wherever they stick in the flesh, they will work through in a short time, if not prevented by pulling of them out. The Indians make use of their quills, which are hardly a handful long, to adorn the edges of their birchen dishes; and weave (dying some of them red, others yellow and blue) curious bags or pouches, in works like Turkie-work.




The Beaver, Canis Ponticus Amphibius

The beaver, whose old ones are as big as an otter, or rather bigger; a creature of a rare instinct, as may apparently be seen in their artificial dam-heads to raise the water in the ponds where they keep; and their houses having three stories; which would be too large to discourse. They have all of them four cods hanging outwardly between their hinder legs: two of them are soft or oily, and two solid or hard. The Indians say they are hermaphrodites.




For Wind in the Stomach

Their solid cods are much used in physick. Our English women in this country use the powder, grated—as much as will lye upon a shilling—in a draught of Fiol wine, for wind in the stomach and belly; and venture many times, in such cases, to give it to women with child. Their tails are flat, and covered with scales, without hair; which, being flayed off, and the tail boiled, proves exceeding good meat; being all fat, and as sweet as marrow.









“Of the Rainbow”

by Jonathan Edwards

From the Library of American Civilization (1895, first written 1710s)

Born in East Windsor, Connecticut, by the precocious age of 13, Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) was ready for Yale College, where he studied both theology and natural history. He became the pastor of the church in Northampton, Massachusetts, where he instigated what was later called the Great Awakening, first through the conversion of hundreds of people, and then by the publication of his account, A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God , which took the local revival around the country and across the seas. He became the most important American preacher of the eighteenth century and influenced religious thought far beyond his time.

Seeing nature as proof of the designs of God, Edwards often took long walks and rides through the New England forests to be close to this divine beauty. His earlier writings shed light on the scientific part of his questing mind, as he studied optics and the behavior of spiders. The following essay, “Of the Rainbow,” does not discuss the biblical symbol, but rather Sir Isaac Newton’s theory of light and color.


“OF THE RAINBOW”

We shall endeavor to give a full account of the rainbow and such an one as we think if well understood, will be satisfactory to anybody, if they are fully satisfied of Sir Isaac Newton’s Different Reflexibility and Refrangibility of the Rays of Light; and if he be not, we refer him to [what] he has said about it, and we are assured if he be a person of an ordinary logacity and anything versed in such matters, by that time he has thoroughly considered it, he’ll be satisfied; and after that let him peruse what we are about to say.

The first question then shall be what is that reflection which we call a rainbow from. I answer from the falling drops of rain, for we never see any rainbow, except it be so that the sun can shine full upon the drops of rain, except the heavens be so clear on one side as to let the uninterrupted rays of the sun come directly upon the rain that falls on the other side. Thus, we say it is a sign of fair weather when there is a rainbow in the east, because when there is a rainbow in the east, it is always already fair in the west. For if it be cloudy, there the rays of the sun will be hindered from coming thence to the opposite of drops of rain. It cannot be the cloud from whence this reflection is made, as was once thought, for we almost always see the ends of rainbows come down even in amongst the trees below the hills and to the very ground, where we know there is no part of the cloud there, but what descends in drops of rain; and [I] can convince any man by ocular demonstration in two minutes on a fair day that the reflection is from drops, by only taking a little water in my mouth and standing between the sun and something that looks a little darkish, and spurting of it into the air so as to disperse all into fine drops; and there will appear as complete and plain a rainbow with all the colors as ever was seen in the heavens, and there will appear the same if the sun is near enough to the horizon upon fine drops of water dashed up by a stick from a puddle. The reason why the drops must be fine is because they won’t be thick enough, but here and there a drop, if they are large, and I have frequently heard my countrymen that are used to sawmills say that they have seen a rainbow upon the drops that are dispersed in the air by the violent concussion of the waters in the mill, and what is equivalent to a rainbow. If one take a drop of water upon the end of a stick and hold it up on the side that is opposite to the sun and moving it along towards one side or t’other, you will perceive where the drop is held just as such a distance from the point opposite to the sun that the rays of the sun are much more vividly reflected by it to your eye, than at any other place nearer or further of, and that in the colors of the rainbow too; so that if there had been enough of these drops, there would have appeared a perfect rainbow; and if you have a mind to see more distinctly, you may fill a globular glass bottle with water, the glass of it must be very thin and clear, and it will serve your turn as well as so big a drop of water, and by that means you may also distinctly see that the reflection is from the concave and not from the convex surface.

The next thing that wants a solution is what should cause the reflection to be circular, or which is the same thing what should cause the reflection to be just at such a distance everywhere from the point that is opposite to the sun, and no reflection at all from the drops that are within or without that circle. Why should not all the drops that are within the circle reflect as many rays as those that are in the circle or where the circle is? To resolve this we must consider this one law of reflection and refraction to wit. If the reflecting body be perfectly reflexive, the angle of reflection will be the same as the angle of incidence, but if the body be not perfectly, so the angle will be less than the angle of incidence. By a body perfectly reflexive, I mean one that is so solid as perfectly to resist the stroke of the incident body and not to give way, and does not obstinately resist the stroke of the incident body. So I say that if body a. b. be perfectly reflexive and does not give way at all to the stroke of the incident ray c. d., it will reflect by an angle that shall equal to that by which it fell upon the body a. b. from d. to e. But if the body a. b. is not able to resist the stroke of the ray c. d. but gives way to it, it will neither be able to reflect by so big an angle but will reflect it. It may be by the line d. f. or d. g., according as the reflexive force of a. b. be greater or lesser. And the bare consideration of this will be enough to convince any man, for we know that there is need of greater force by a great angle than by a little one. If we throw a ball against the floor or wall, it will much easier rebound sideways than right back again, and [if] we throw it sideways against a body that gives way to the stroke of (it may be tried at any time), it will not rebound in so big an angle as if the body were quite hard. So, it is the same thing in the body a. b. It might give way so much as to let the ray proceed right on with very little deviation from its old path, and if so, the deviation will be greater and greater in proportion to the resisting power of the body; and if it gives way at all, it will not deviate so much as if it did not at all. Now these drops of water is one of these imperfectly reflexive bodies. If they were perfectly reflexive, we should see those drops that are right opposite to reflect as many rays as those that are just so much on one side, had the liquor but resistance enough to reflect the rays so directly back again. But those rays that fall perpendicularly, or near perpendicularly, upon the concave surface of the drop as from a. to b., falling with much greater force than the ray, which falls sideways upon it from e. to b. after the refraction at e., which is made in all pellucid globes. The concave surface has not force enough to stop it and reflect it (what the reflexive force of the concave surface is we are not now disputing), but let’s go through and pass right on uninterruptedly. Now the ray h. e. b. and the rays which fall about so obliquely coming with a far lighter stroke the concave surface, has force enough to resist it, and what falls obliquely being far more easily reflexible, reflects it along in the line b. g.; and so in the same manner, the ray c. i. b. will be reflected to k., so that an eye so much sideways as g. or k. will take the rays thus reflected from the drops and nowhere else; and it being only those ray[s] whose obliquity is adjusted [to] the refractive power that are reflected by it, and they being all reflected out again with such a degree of obliquity, we hence see why the rays be not reflected all ways equally. We hence also see why the rays are only reflected out at the sides of the drop and not directly back again, by that why the eye does not take the rays from any drops but those that are so much sideways of, or on one side of the point that is right opposite to the sun, and so why the parts that are so opposite look dark, and why the parts that are just so much on one side at such a distance all round from the opposite point alone are bright, or which is the same thing why there is such a bright circle.


The next grand question is what is it causes the colors of the rainbow, and this question indeed is almost answered already, for it is very evident.







“Frogs and Caterpillars”

by Samuel Peters

From A General History of Connecticut, from Its First Settlement Under George Fenwick to its Latest Period of Amity with Great Britain (1781)

Born in Hebron, Connecticut, Samuel Peters (1735–1826) attended Yale College and served as rector of St. Peter’s Church in Hebron. In 1763 he climbed Killington Peak, and afterwards claimed he was the first to name the area “Verd Mont.” A firm Tory supporter of the king, Peters fled the colony in 1774 after several confrontations with local Sons of Liberty, including Benedict Arnold. During the Revolution he wrote A General History of Connecticut , which painted an insulting and inaccurate picture of the colony and its people. However, it is also filled with amusing anecdotes, including the one below featuring the famous Windham “frog fight.”

Unlike many of the other tales in his book, though, this one is apparently true, with an early version memorialized in a 1754 ballad by Ebenezer Tilden. It was repeated in newspapers like the Providence Gazette and the Putnam Patriot , and in 1788 even turned into an operetta called The Frogs of Old Windham , produced in Willimantic and then performed in a number of other towns throughout the region. Peters pairs the fight with another similar “plague” of caterpillars on the Connecticut River, and his tongue-in-cheek attitude toward these natural phenomena and the reactions of human beings must have been refreshing, even to the most ardent patriot.



“FROGS AND CATERPILLARS”

Windham, the second county in the ancient kingdom of Sassacus, or colony of Saybrook, is hilly; but the soil being rich, has excellent butter, cheese, hemp, Indian-corn, and horses. Its towns are twelve.

Windham resembles Rumford, and stands on Winnomantic River. Its meeting-house is elegant, and has a steeple, bell, and clock. Its court-house is scarcely to be looked upon as an ornament. The township forms four parishes, and is ten miles square.

Strangers are very much terrified at the hideous noise made on summer evenings by the vast number of frogs in the brooks and ponds. There are about thirty different voices among them, some of which resemble the bellowing of a bull. The owls and whippoorwills complete the rough concert, which may be heard several miles. Persons accustomed to such serenades are not disturbed by them at their proper stations; but one night in July, 1758, the frogs of an artificial pond, three miles square, and about five from Windham, finding the water dried up, left the place in a body, and marched, or rather hopped, towards Winnomantic River. They were under the necessity of taking the road and going through the town, which they entered about midnight. The bull-frogs were the leaders, and the pipers followed without number. They filled the road, forty yards wide, for four miles in length, and were for several hours in passing through the town unusually clamorous.

The inhabitants were equally perplexed and frightened: some expected to find an army of French and Indians; others feared an earthquake, and dissolution of Nature. The consternation was universal. Old and young, male and female; fled naked from their beds, with worse shriekings than those of the frogs. The event was fatal to several women. The men, after a flight of half a mile, in which they met with many broken shins, finding no enemies in pursuit of them, made a hault, and summoned resolution enough to venture back to their wives and children, when they distinctly heard from the enemy’s camp these words: Wight, Hilderkin, Dier, Tete. This last, they thought, meant treaty, and, plucking up courage, they sent a triumvirate to capitulate with the supposed French and Indians. These the men approached in their shirts, and begged to speak with the general; but, it being dark and no answer given, they were sorely agitated for some time betwixt hope and fear: at length, however, they discovered that the dreaded inimical army was an army of thirsty frogs going to the river for a little water.

Such an incursion was never known before nor since; and yet the people of Windham have been ridiculed for their timidity on this occasion. I verily believe an army under the Duke of Marlborough would, under like circumstances, have acted no better than they did.

In 1768 the inhabitants of Connecticut River were as much alarmed by an army of caterpillars as those of Windham were at the frogs; and no one found reason to jest at their fears. Those worms came in one night and covered the earth, on both sides of the river, to an extent of three miles in front and two in depth. They marched with great speed, and ate up everything green for the space of one hundred miles, in spite of rivers, ditches, fires, and the united efforts of 1,000 men. They were, in general, two inches long, had white bodies covered with thorns, and red throats. When they had finished their work they went down to the river Connecticut, where they died, poisoning the waters, until they were washed into the sea. This calamity was imputed by some to the vast number of logs and trees lying in the creeks, and to cinders, smoke, and fires, made to consume the waste wood for three or four hundred miles up the Connecticut River; while others thought it augurated future evils, similar to those of Egypt. The inhabitants of the Verdmonts would unavoidably have perished with famine, in consequence of the devastation of these worms, had not a remarkable Providence filled the wilderness with wild pigeons, which were killed by sticks as they sat upon the branches of the trees, in such multitudes that 30,000 people lived on them for three weeks. If a natural cause may be assigned for the coming of the frogs and caterpillars, yet the visit of the pigeons to the wilderness in August has been necessarily ascribed to the interposition of infinite Power and Goodness. Happy will it be for America, if the smiling providence of Heaven produces gratitude, repentance, and obedience, amongst her children!







“River Caves”

by Timothy Dwight

From Travels in New England and New York (1800)

Born in Northampton, Massachusetts, Timothy Dwight IV (1752–1817) was descended from Jonathan Edwards and graduated Yale College when he was just 17 years old. He served as a chaplain during the Revolutionary War, inspiring the troops with his sermons, before serving in the Massachusetts State Legislature. He then moved to Fairfield, Connecticut, where he served as minister at Greenfield Hill and ran an academy. Due to his religious and political leadership, he was elected president of Yale College, and his guidance led it into the nineteenth century. He and the professors he hired added science to the curriculum, prompting other schools to do the same.

Dwight’s public writings began in 1776, when he gave a valedictory address at Yale that described Americans as having a unique national identity. As a member of the “Hartford Wits” in the 1770s and ’80s, he helped gather popular support for the federal union of the states, and combined pastoral and religious imagery in Greenfield Hill and other poems. The work from which the piece below is taken, Travels in New England and New York , was considered his most important and long-lasting work, giving a social and economic overview of the Northeast during the early 1800s. However, it also highlighted natural phenomena like the “river caves” described here.



“RIVER CAVES”

Monday, September 25th, we set out for Charlestown, accompanied by Colonel Tyler, of Guilford, Vermont, who politely offered to point out to us whatever was interesting in Bellows Falls, three miles north of the village of Walpole. These are the falls so fancifully described by Peters in that collection of extravagancies which he has been pleased to style “The History of Connecticut.” They are certainly an interesting natural curiosity, although we did not find the water beneath them so hard as to be impervious to an iron crow. They are formed by four successive rifts, with that same number of rapids, and extend in a straight line three fourths of a mile; or, if measured on the circular course of the river, seven eighths. In this estimate I include that part of the river which lies between the two ends of the canal to be described hereafter. All these rifts run from the foot of the Fall Mountain, the base of which at this spot terminates about forty rods eastward of the river. The rocks are very hard gray granite. In the northern and middle rifts there is nothing remarkable, but the southern has long been an object of peculiar attention. The waters of the Connecticut, which both above and below the falls are forty rods in breadth, are here contracted to the narrow compass of twenty feet; and, when the stream is very low, it is said, within that of six. The rapidity of the current may be conjectured from this fact.

An inquisitive traveler, while inspecting this ground, will want no argument to convince him that the river anciently had its channel about fifty rods, where the distance is the greatest, westward of the place where it now runs. Here a canal is dug in its former bed to facilitate the transportation of boats around these falls. The bed of rocks, after crossing the present channel, takes a southwestern direction toward the lower end of the canal. Originally, the bed of the river was from fifteen to twenty feet higher than it is at present, as is unanswerably evident from the great number of excavations which it formerly wrought out in the rocks, chiefly on the western bank, which are now from ten to fifteen feet above the highest present watermark. The river now is often fuller than it probably ever was before the country above was cleared of its forests, the snows in open grounds melting much more suddenly and forming much greater freshets than in forested ground. The river cannot, therefore, have risen to the height of these excavations by having a greater supply of water. Besides, excavation so deep, so large, and wrought in rocks so hard show with absolute certainty that the river ran at this level often and for a long period: a fact which no possible sources of its water could have been the means of accomplishing had it customarily flowed at its present level.

These cavities are very numerous, both above and below the bridge. They are also of various forms, from that of a shallow dish to that of an iron pot, that of a barrel, and in one instance that of an inverted pear; and of various sizes, from the capacity of a pint bowl to that of perhaps two hogsheads. Their greatest depths we could not accurately estimate, because those which were deepest, as well as many others, were partially filled with water, gravel, and stones.

From these cavities and others like them, and generally from the depredations made by falls of water upon the rocks over which they fell, that class of infidels who have discernment exactly fitted to perceive, candor enough to love, and industry sufficient to point out petty objections against revelation have with no small triumph around here, in their own opinion, means of disproving the date assigned to the creation by Moses. An argument founded, as this is, on arithmetical computation requires that the means of computing should be within the reach of him by whom the argument is adduced. Had these gentlemen taken the pains to examine the subject on the spot, they would have found that neither here, nor in any other place of the like nature, are there any possible means of such a computation, and that, therefore, the argument is totally destitute of foundation. The rocks are in some places harder than in others; the water some years rises oftener and higher than in others, and is sometimes more replenished with grit. The gravel and stones exist in greater quantities; the stones are larger, have sharper angles, and are of a harder consistency. From these facts it
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