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IN AUGUST OF 1676 Maj. John Talcott was the first English man

to see the "Ausotunnoog River" within Berkshire County. In an after­

math of King Philip's War he pursued 200 Indian fugitives from the

Connecticut Valley over the Indian trail to the ford at the Great

Wigwam, now the approximate site of Great Barrington. The name

Housatonuk, meaning "place-beyond-the mountains," was first applied

to this site, then to the Indians, and finally to the entire river.

Talcott's massacre of 25 Indians "dabbled the bushes with blood and

reddened the river." White men have been staining it ever since.

* * *

INTO THESE DARK waters at the ford we launched the canoe for

the final tortuous course through the Sheffield Plain to the county

line below Bartholomew's Cobble, a distance of 11.3 crow-flight

miles and 22 canoe miles. As June Mountain fell back on the east,

the broader, deeper river slithered its serpentine way through the

wide pl~in dOminated by Mt. Everett on the west.

One twist after another showed the truth of Thoreau's observa­

tion: "There is a male and female shore to the river, one abrupt,

the other flat and meadowy --:-on the one hand eating into the bank,

on the other depositing sediment." Large trees were often toppled

into the river on the eroded side, cre~ting a temporary impasse for

us and convenient shelter for wood ducks.

Around one bend we surprised a paddling of these shy ducks in

midstream. The young, not yet able to fly, skittered over the
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