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Introduction The Night Vermont Flooded





  When Nic and I posted on Facebook in late August 2011 about our plans to spend the weekend in Vermont, friends across the country responded with alarm.




  “Don’t go,” a high school friend living in San Diego pleaded. “You’ve seen the forecast, right?” Another said, “If you get stuck there, I get to say ‘I told you so.’”




  The forecast of another “storm of the century” seemed—pardon the pun—significantly overblown. A Category 1 hurricane called Irene had taken a turn northward up the East Coast, looking as if it might make landfall in the Carolinas on Saturday, August 27, the second day of our three-day weekend trip. Our plans in Grafton and Weston could hardly be affected by weather in North Carolina, we thought, and even if the storm did continue northward into Long Island Sound, we had no plans to approach New England’s southern coast. Landlocked central Vermont, we reasoned, had to be one of the least hurricane-prone areas in the Northeast.




  We arrived at the home of our friends Bil Walters and Christine Tattersall in Houghtonville, Vermont, late in the day on Friday, August 26, for a weekend house party of food, drink, and theater at the Weston Playhouse. Our friends Ken Horowitz, Rose-Anne Moore, and Bruce Barton were part of the festivities as well, joining us from Connecticut and New York City. We planned nothing more strenuous than grilling steaks and cleaning out Bil’s collection of peculiar, and sometimes unpalatable liqueurs, and waiting out what forecasters said would be a heavy rain of about three inches on Saturday night.




  Right on schedule, the upper edge of Irene arrived, and rain began on Saturday as we made our way back to the house after the performance. The shower fell quietly but steadily, hard enough that I chose to skip filling our Subaru Outback’s nearly empty tank at the only gas station on our route between Weston and Houghtonville.




  We arrived back at the Walters’ home and settled in around the dining room table. I made a quick Facebook post to let our friends far and wide know that we were just fine: “We are back and enjoying a lovely selection of liqueurs, and listening to the gentle rain.” There we were in the photo, seven of us, raising our glasses and grinning into the lens, knowing for certain that our silly friends across the country had been concerned about us for nothing. We sipped Benedictine and syrupy cherry Grand Marnier and turned in around midnight, planning on brunch and a long drive home in the morning.




  I awoke in darkness sometime later, startled out of a dream by a sound that reminded me of a bowling ball hitting the pins and scoring a strike. As I gained full consciousness, I understood that rain pounded the roof, hammering so loudly that I could barely distinguish other sounds beyond it. There it was again, though—clacking, bonking, rolling, then coming to a stop before starting over again with an otherworldly arrhythmia. I tried to make sense of it, but soon the regular roar of the downpour lulled me back into relaxation. Whatever it was would have to wait to be deciphered until morning.




  When I opened my eyes again sometime later, the room contained the light of a cold dawn. Nic stood wrapped in his robe, looking out the bedroom window. “What?” I said.




  “The road is a river,” he replied. “And we’re an island.”




  I joined him at the window. The river that flowed several hundred feet away from the house had somehow rerouted into the road, and it ran deep enough and swiftly enough to create its own rapids. In a moment I heard the undecipherable sound again and saw what made it: boulders rolling down the riverbed, pushed by what could only be described as pounding surf. Rocks from higher up in the mountains came tumbling down with the swollen river waters, pushed ahead by other debris, and propelled to the bottom of the riverbed. They formed an impromptu dam, piling up and diverting the river into the road and beyond, and flooding the Walters’ yard. The grassy expanse swirled with a rapid current.




  Lucky for us, the century-old house stood on a slight rise, giving it just enough height above the water to keep it comparatively dry as the wide side yard and all the land between us and the neighbors vanished under a widening milky-beige pool. As the rain continued to spatter its surface, the water shook and shimmered, and we watched as the down-spouts from all the houses in sight poured a steady pulse of rainwater into the repositioned river.




  We dressed in a hurry and headed downstairs where the rest of our party clustered around the radio in the kitchen. Reports came in from all over Vermont about roads washed out, bridges swept away by floodwaters pouring down from the Green Mountains, and buildings filling with water as rivers and streams crested their banks. More than seven thousand miles of rivers crisscrossed the state, and as eleven inches of rain filled waterways already saturated from a rainy summer, just about every one of them overflowed. Route 4, our road homeward, had been decimated by flood damage. Several of the state’s historic covered bridges crumbled in the path of flood debris gathered by rushing waters—walls of branches, silt, mud, and parts of other bridges careening down mountainsides and crashing through anything in their path.




  One report stood out for us: the Weston Playhouse, where we had enjoyed a performance just hours before, stood in the middle of the flooded Weston town square, its newly completed infrastructure renovations ruined.




  Connecticut, where Hurricane Irene had lashed the coastline with wind as well as torrential rain, reported that 754,000 homes were without electrical power—a number that represented the entire eastern half of the state. Two people there died in fires set off by downed power lines, and a third drowned when his canoe turned over and dumped him into rising waters. In East Haven, twenty homes were destroyed along the coast of the Long Island Sound. Overall, however, the state escaped widespread devastation, good news for Ken and Rose-Anne, whose home is just behind one of Connecticut’s coastal seawalls. Massachusetts had seen the kind of flooding we witnessed now—two rivers, the Westfield and the Deerfield, had crested their banks at levels not seen since the Great New England Hurricane of 1938. Nearly every resident of Rhode Island lost power as seventy-mile-per-hour winds knocked down trees and power lines, but the hurricane barrier in Providence held up against the storm surge from Narragansett Bay, sparing the city the kind of flooding it had seen in 1938 and 1954.




  We breathed a sigh of relief that the wind had not moved up into Vermont, but even without this added hazard, our troubles had only begun. The rising waters around us crept up the incline on their way to Bil and Christine’s basement.




  In a moment of stunningly clearheaded thinking, Nic—the son of a machinist, and a superhero with a toolbelt—headed down into the earthen basement to check on the functioning of the sump pump. He found that Bil had recently installed a new one, but it would not be enough to handle the water already seeping into the underground room—so he pressed the old one into service as well, jerry-rigging a mechanism that doubled the pumping power. The Walters’ house was saved for the time being, but Bil and Christine were the only year-round residents in this cluster of homes, and the other houses must surely already have high water in their basements. Christine pulled on boots and made her way through the knee-deep water to peer into cellar windows, gesturing her findings to the rest of us as we stood on her porch and watched, marveling at the road that became a river.




  We behaved as if we had all been knocked out of the normal time-stream, neglecting the usual house party activities of Sunday brunch, and packing our cases. We listened to the news reports on the radio, waved down any Vermonters who sloshed their way up the road on foot in hopes of reaching Grafton—another four miles east—and kept an eye on the basement pumping rig, which managed to keep the house free from flooding even as the waters rose higher. At 7:30 p.m., as we sat around the table eating pasta with home-grown basil pesto Christine had liberated from the freezer, the lights flickered and went out. Christine brought out candles as Bil reminded us that the house’s water supply came from a well—so with no power, the well’s pump wouldn’t work. We exchanged uneasy glances as we faced a night without clean water or working toilets.




  On Monday morning, however, electrical power had come back online, and the rain had finally stopped. We learned that Hurricane Irene, despite being downgraded to a tropical storm by the time it reached Vermont, had done far more damage in the state than we could have imagined. The total required for rebuilding roads and bridges, redirecting rivers back into their banks, and repairing or replacing damaged buildings ran as high as $733 million, only a fraction of which would come from federal emergency management funds. Vermont had a long rebuild ahead of it, not the least of which would involve the construction of safeguards to help mitigate the effects of the next major storm, whenever that might arrive.




  It took us most of the day Monday to make our way out of Houghtonville, secure a tank of gas (getting trapped in a disaster area with an empty gas tank is a mistake I will never make again), and begin the crawl back to New York State. Crossing the state line brought no relief, however: We found that Irene had left parts of the lower Hudson River valley in ruins as well, suspending commuter train activity and making it nearly impossible for Bruce to get back to his apartment in New Jersey. We finally left him at the Poughkeepsie station shortly after dark, where he was assured that a train would take him into New York City eventually. It was 3:00 a.m., however, before he saw his own bed.




  Irene was only the second tropical storm in Vermont’s history to make actual landfall in the state, and scientists, including Kerry Emanuel, professor of atmospheric science at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, said that Irene was a “thousand-year storm,” the kind of storm that only comes once in a millennium. That label, however, is based on twentieth-century data. In the age of rapidly advancing climate change, storms like Irene are no longer the outliers they once were. “At the end of this century, if we do nothing to curb emissions, that 1,000-year event in rain would be a 100-year event,” Emanuel told the website InsideClimate News in 2016.




  Seeing a New England hurricane firsthand—even a downgraded one—brought into sharp relief the weather’s ability to transform a landscape in a matter of hours. I knew, however, that while we had had a close call, many New Englanders throughout recorded history have faced far fiercer threats from natural forces, and some did not survive the experience.




  This book is not like the six books I’ve written in the “Death in the Parks” series; I make no attempt here to supply an exhaustive list of the many deaths that have occurred during hurricanes, tornadoes, fires, floods, and one bizarre accident with a molasses tank. Instead, Historic Disasters of New England tells selected stories of the perils these events present, the people who found themselves in danger, and the astounding resiliency New Englanders demonstrate in the face of chaos—especially those on the southern and eastern coasts.




  The good news is that weather forecasting, mass communication, and mitigation technology have all advanced exponentially since the early storms and other disasters described in this book, so the loss of power, property, and life have diminished over the last several decades. The most dramatic stories are those of the days before all of these modern prediction tools—the ones that came upon New Englanders with little or no warning. While storms have become much more frequent and more severe in recent years, as if compensating for humans’ ability to withstand the impact, I chose to look at historic events that demonstrate the resiliency of America’s most northeastern residents. New Englanders have survived all manner of emergencies and catastrophic weather, even when they had little more than axes and shovel with which to rebuild. Perhaps this gives us hope for surviving the more frequent and violent storms arriving with the acceleration of climate change.




  This being said, if I have skipped over your favorite natural disasters in favor of others that may be slightly more legendary, I humbly apologize. I hope that enough people will enjoy this book that a second volume will be warranted, in which I can explore more of nature’s demonstrations of wrath in New England throughout the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries.




  Join me in exploring the perils of seacoast life, the dangers lurking in the forests, and the threats found along rivers and streams throughout Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont. Marvel with me at the fact that you have not yet succumbed, when so many hazards come to visit you in your own backyard.







  



  CHAPTER ONE




  “’Tis Never Good For Man Nor Beast”—The Storm of 1635




  Hard as it is to believe in an age of instant answers to every question, people once lived in a time when they could not obtain a scientifically prepared, reasonably accurate weather forecast. Weather predictions did not appear in the mass media—that is, in newspapers—until the Smithsonian Institution, the central repository of the nation’s scientific information, became the nucleus of a new system of weather-information gathering in 1860.




  Early that year, the Washington, DC, Evening Star suggested to its readers that just looking at the sky could indicate weather. “The colors of the sky at particular times afford wonderfully good guidance,” it noted. “Not only does a rosy sunset presage fair weather, and a ruddy sunrise bad weather, but there are other tints which speak with equal clearness and accuracy. A bright yellow sky in the evening indicates wind; a pale yellow, wet; a neutral grey color constitutes a favorable sign in the evening, an unfavorable one in the morning. . . . These are simple maxims; and yet not so simple but that the English Board of Trade has thought fit to publish them for the use of seafaring men.”




  Remarkably, just twenty days earlier on January 6, 1860, the Evening Star published its first real weather report—in fact, the first one in American history. It carried the observations made across the country and transmitted over the American Consolidated Telegraph Line, which led to a bank of learned men within the Smithsonian. Stations from New York City in the north to New Orleans, Louisiana, in the south and west provided their weather observations in the simplest terms: “clear, cold,” noted New York, while Norfolk, Virginia, added the temperature (16 degrees, presumably Fahrenheit) and the wind direction (NW). The information from the twenty-eight reporting weather stations allowed Smithsonian scientists to begin to understand weather patterns, peeling away the first layer of mystery and creating a new science of meteorology.




  Barely a year later, the Civil War ended communication with the southern states and curtailed the growth of the new weather network, but the foundation of weather forecasting had been laid, and science would push forward once again later in the century when connections could be reestablished.




  These firsts in weather observation and prediction came more than two centuries too late for the earliest European settlers in New England’s colonies, however. For residents of Jamestown, Virginia, and Plimouth Plantation in what would become Massachusetts, the brewing of a major storm might only become apparent when the wind began to pick up speed and force as it reached the coastline, either moving in from the east over the Atlantic Ocean, or from the west or north over the vast forests. “When the wind is out of the East, ‘tis never good for man nor beast,” an old proverb warned, and the violent gales that often followed made good on the saying’s promise.




  How did these colonists of the 1600s determine if they were in the path of a storm at any time of year? Nearly one hundred years before the invention of the thermometer and at least a decade before the first barometer measured changes in atmospheric pressure, they had to rely on their eyes, ears, and the knowledge—more to the point, superstitions—passed down by their elders.




  Perhaps they observed their cattle gaining heavy wooly coats as the warm summer days ended and the trees near Plimouth Plantation began turning auburn and scarlet. Cows and sheep with thicker than normal coats—a subjective judgment in the best of times—might indicate a particularly cold and snowy winter on its way, as good a sign as any that the colonists needed to chop extra firewood and seal the cracks in their homes against freezing temperatures. As a storm approached, cattle may have bunched together in a corner of a pen or farmyard, a defensive posture against wind and rain that may have served as a warning to their human caretakers.
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  If the rabbits and squirrels in the nearby forests looked especially fat, they might be taking on extra insulation for an unusually frigid season as well. Perhaps settlers busy with housekeeping tasks noted more mice than usual attempting to make themselves at home inside their human neighbors’ buildings, or spiders constructing uncommonly large webs to catch extra food. Moles digging particularly deep holes—reported as more than 2.5 feet—may have indicated that they felt a very cold season coming on. Any of these signs might have made colonists believe that storms or blizzards approached, even if the animals appeared to sense events that were still several months off.




  Members of the new colonies may have seen the change of seasons enough times during their early years in Plimouth to note when trees that bore fruit or nuts produced particularly abundant crops, providing the additional food animals needed for a harsher than normal winter ahead. Even before the season changed, colonists may have looked at the moon as it rose in the night sky and noted a ring around it, the most dependable warning that rain or snow would arrive in a day or so.




  All these signs might mean nothing at all, of course, but these were the best means the colonists had of guessing what kind of weather might be on its way in the near term. Amid these old wives’ tales and suppositions, one sign actually provided real evidence: an eastern sky glowing red in the early morning. Colonist William Bradford and other seasoned sailors knew exactly what this foretold: the sun dyeing heavy, wet clouds in shades of salmon and coral, a sure indication of a storm crossing the ocean on its way to the colony.




  Bradford did history the courtesy of writing a careful record of Plimouth’s early days, providing us with the only evidence of a massive storm that rocked the colony in 1635. “This year, y’ 14. or 15. of August [being Saturday] was such a mighty storme of wind & raine, as none living in thee parts, either English or Indeans, ever saw,” he wrote. “Being like [for y’ time it continued] to those Hauricanes and Tuffons that writers make mention of in y’ Indeas. It began in y’ morning, a litle before day, and grue not by degrees, but came with violence in y’ begining, to y’ great amasemente of many.”




  Bradford’s archaic language and abysmal spelling notwithstanding, the gale certainly seemed cataclysmic to the colonists, blowing down a total of 211 houses and tearing the roofs off others. He reported that the storm caused a number of ships to be lost at sea and placed others in “extreme danger,” swelling the sea’s waves to twenty feet “right up & downe” in height. Native tribesmen and their families climbed trees to escape the waves, but this may have been exactly the wrong strategy. The winds caused “many hundered thowsands of trees” to topple, the largest of them yanked out of the ground by their roots and the tops of the tallest pine trees seared off. Bradford saw “tall yonge oaks & walnut trees . . . wound like a withe,” twisted by the wind and “very strang & fearfull to behould.”




  The terrible storm continued for five or six hours, Bradford said, coming at the colony from the southeast and splitting itself into several parts, finally abating and making its way back to the south and east. “The signes and marks of it will remaine this 100. years in these parts wher it was sorest,” he completed his account. In a last note, he added, “The moons suffered a great eclips the 2. night after it.”




  Further descriptions come from the journal of John Winthrop, then governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. “The wind having blown hard at S. and S.W. a week before, about midnight it came up at N.E. and blew with such violence, with abundance of rain, that it blew down many hundreds of trees, near the towns, overthrew some houses [and] drave the ships from their anchors,” he wrote. He made special note of a ship called the Great Hope, a four hundred-ton ocean vessel from Ipswich, which the wind drove aground at Mr. Hoff’s Point (the location is no more specific than that, but historians believe it was near Charlestown). When the wind changed direction and came at the ship again from the northwest, it blew hard enough to free the ship from its position and take it out into the bay. The gale carried the Great Hope all the way to Charlestown, on the Atlantic shore in modern-day Boston . . . and ran it aground again there.




  Winthrop also described a phenomenon he called a “double tide.” At about 8:00 p.m., he said the wind came at the coastline “very strong and, it being then about high water, by nine the tide was fallen about three feet.” Barely an hour later, it had risen once again by two or three feet, “which was conceived to be, that the sea was grown so high abroad with the N.E. wind, that, meeting with the ebb, it forced it back again.” We can only imagine what kind of havoc the eventual high tide caused, as Winthrop doesn’t describe it, but he does note that the double tide extended well to the south, where the storm was “more violent.”




  He tells the story of the James, a ship out of Bristol, England, carrying “one hundred passengers, honest people of Yorkshire.” The James, with Captain John Taylor at the helm, left England on June 3 and finally cleared English waters on June 22, accompanied by four ships—the Elizabeth, the Mary, and the Diligence—headed for Newfoundland, and the Angel Gabriel, a well-armed merchant ship with guns so large they limited its ability to carry many passengers. The Gabriel was packed with enough provisions for the people on board—about thirty would-be colonists on their way to the New World, and an untold number of crew members—for a twelve-week voyage. It also carried cattle and all the furnishings and trunks required for the passengers to begin their new lives.




  The James and Angel Gabriel traveled relatively close to one another across the Atlantic’s deep waters, with the lighter James sometimes well out in front of the Gabriel. The James reached the waters off the coast of New England on August 8 and continued to Richmond’s Island two days later, now a good three days ahead of the more heavily laden Gabriel. By August 12, the James had already met “a fresh gale,” according to a passenger, the Reverend Richard Mather, who kept a careful and thorough journal of the ocean crossing. Neither Mather nor Captain Taylor could know that they had met with the northernmost edges of the approaching storm, supplying enough wind and rain to keep the captain from making progress toward the nearest safe port in Massachusetts Bay. On the evening of Friday, August 14, he finally put in at the Isle of Shoals, on what would become the border waters shared by New Hampshire and Maine.
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  “Friday morning y’ wind was strong at south-southwest, and so continued till toward evening, and then was somewhat milder,” Mather noted. “But y’ evening by moone-light about 10 of y’ o’clock wee came to ancre at y’ Iles of Shoales, which are 7 or 8 ilands & other great rockes; and there slept sweetly y’ night till breake of day.”




  Early Saturday morning, the full force of the storm arrived. The wind shifted abruptly to the northeast, rain fell in great sheets, and high waves battered the shoreline and the ship as the hurricane’s counterclockwise motion drove the sea forward. “Y’ Lord sent forth a most terrible storme of raine and easterly wind, whereby wee were in as much danger as I thinke ever people were,” Mather wrote.




  The crew struggled to keep the ship in place as three anchors broke off, leaving just one to hold it against the storm. “We lost in y’ morning three great ancres & cables; of wch cables, one having cost 50£ never had beene in any water before, two were broken by y’ violence of y’ waves, and y’ third cut by y’ seamen in extremity and distress, to save y’ ship and their & our lives,” the journal tells us.




  As the winds and surf buffeted the vessel and the sailors severed their last connection with land, the captain finally determined that they had no choice but to set sail and hope for the best. “W’o’ cables and ancres were all lost, wee [had] no outward meanes of deliverance but by loosing sayle, if so bee wee might get to y’ sea from amongst y’ ilands & rockes where wee ancred,” Mather wrote.




  Once at sea, “no canvas nor ropes would hold,” Winthrop tells us in his secondhand account. The sails tore away and waved in tatters from the masts, wresting control of the vessel away from its captain and crew. The storm drove the ship “within a cable’s length of the rocks at Pascataquack,” along the southern Maine coastline, and for terrifying moments, it looked like the James would be bashed to bits against the rocks. “Y’ of y’ fore-sayle and sprissle-sayle there was scarce left so much as an handbreadth, y’ was not rent in pieces, & blown away into y’ sea,” Mather said. “In y’ extremith and appearance of death, as distresse & distraction would suffer us wee cryed unto y’ Lord; and he was pleased to have compassion and pity upon us.”




  Indeed, just as the ship seemed doomed, the eye of the hurricane approached their position and the wind shifted in a fierce pivot, coming from the northwest and driving the James away from the rocks. Somehow, the crew gained enough control to ride the wind all the way back to the Isle of Shoals. Here it looked once again as though the ship would veer into the rocks, but the able crew moved swiftly to drop a last remaining piece of the mainsail, losing the wind thrust and sailing less violently into close proximity to the shoreline.




  Mather, for one, believed that the passengers and crew had achieved God-given salvation from the terrible storm. “When newes was brought unto us into y’ gunrooms y’ y’ danger was past, oh how o’ harts did then relent & melt within us! And how wee burst out into teares of joy amongst o’ selves, in love until o’ gracious God, and admiration of his kindness in graunting to his poore servants such an extraordinary and miraculous deliverance. His holy name bee blessed forever.”




  By noon on Saturday the winds had died and the last remnants of the storm passed. The crew sailed the James southward along the coast, bringing her around Cape Ann and on to Boston Harbor by nightfall on Sunday.




  The Angel Gabriel, however, did not enjoy the same good fortune. It encountered the brunt of the storm on Saturday, August 14, at Pemaquid, on the Maine coast northwest of Monhegan Island, and the details of her being “burst in pieces and cast away in y’ storme” at Pemaquid Point, according to Mather’s journal, have been lost to history. Many of the thirty passengers survived, but three or four did not; one seaman lost his life, the cattle perished, and the belongings the ship had carried across the ocean all sank to the bottom of the sea. The account makes no mention of the other three ships bound for Newfoundland, but we can guess that they fared better in the gale—or that they were far enough behind that they missed it entirely.




  Another ship met an untimely end in the storm, this one a “bark,” according to Winthrop’s journal—a three-masted sailing vessel (usually known as a barque) owned by a Mr. Allerton, with twenty-three people aboard. Winthrop described the fate of the ship’s passengers, twenty-one of whom did not survive: “One Mr. Avery, a minister in Wiltshire, a good man, with his wife and six small children, were drowned. . . . None were saved but one Mr. Thacher and his wife, who were cast on shore, and preserved by a powder horn and a bag with a flint, and a goat and a cheese, cast on shore after them, and a truss of bedding, and some other necessities.” Thacher and his wife managed to survive with these meager provisions for three days on the shores of Cape Ann. “The man was cast on shore, when he had been (as he thought) a quarter of an hour beaten up and down by the waves, not being able to swim one stroke,” Winthrop wrote, “and his wife sitting in the scuttle of the bark, the deck was broke off, and brought on shore. . . . One of the children was then cast dead on shore, and other rest never found.”




  
[image: The 1635 hurricane had the power to wipe out sections of Plymouth Colony. (Courtesy Library of Congress)]
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  After three days, a search party in a small coastal boat (known as a shallop) came upon Mr. and Mrs. Thacher and rescued them. Only then did they discover that they were the sole survivors of the wreck of their barque, “so as there did appear a miraculous providence in their preservation,” Winthrop finished with a flourish. He noted in addition that the “general court” awarded Thacher £26.13.4 for his trouble, a tidy sum that probably allowed him to replenish the goods he and his wife lost in the maelstrom.




  The native people along the coast saw some losses in the storm as well, though they did not receive the careful documentation the European colonists warranted. Winthrop noted that the tide at Narragansett, at the southern shore of Rhode Island, rose fourteen feet higher than normal and wiped out a small neighborhood of “eight Indians flying from their wigwams.” Chances are that others perished among the high tides and falling trees, but their stories did not appear in any of the journal entries that remain from this time in history.







  



  CHAPTER TWO




  “An Horrid Snow”—The Great Snow of 1717




  Cotton Mather’s historical legacy spans a remarkable number of fields, from religion to law to science, with his views on witchcraft securing him a permanent place in New England’s history. A Puritan clergyman with a strong belief that witches were not only real, but sane, evil practitioners of black magic, he played a key role in putting together the bench for the Salem witch trials to ensure that the defendants received convictions and death sentences. Mather also worked to bring the first smallpox vaccination techniques to Boston, which seemed to stem the spread of the deadly disease throughout the city in 1721.




  In between all these activities, Mather kept copious records of his and others’ experiences in colonial Massachusetts, writing in his journal and sending correspondence to colleagues that would fill volumes when compiled by historians a century or more later. Thanks to the minister and his prolific pen, we have one detailed account of a series of blizzards in February and March 1717, written months after the fact but with plenty of residual drama.




  On February 20, he began his account, “There came on a Snow, which being added unto what had covered the ground a few days before, made a thicker mantle for our Mother than what was usual: And ye storm with it was, for the following day, so violent as to make all communication between ye Neighbors every where [sic] to cease.”




  Unable to cross from one side of a street to the other in snow depths that measured in feet, people found themselves essentially trapped in their homes, floundering their way through drifts to tend to their livestock. “Ye poor Women, who happened in this critical time to fall into Travail, where putt unto Hardships,” Mather waxed cryptically, perhaps referring to expectant mothers going into labor in the midst of the heavy snowfall.
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  One snowstorm in Massachusetts would not generally fall into the realm of unusual, but barely four days later, on Sunday, “Another Snow came on which almost buried ye Memory of ye former,” Mather wrote, “with a Storm so famous that Heaven laid an Interdict on ye Religious Assemblies throughout ye Country, on this Lord’s day, ye like where-unto had never been seen before. The Indians near an hundred years old, affirm that their Fathers never told them of any thing that equalled [sic] it.”




  Historians, including Harvard University history professor Jill Lepore and veteran newspaperman William Dow Cram, have unearthed letters and diaries written by farmers and other residents, detailing a total of four heavy snows over the course of just nine days. Frances Manwaring Caulkins, a historian of the late 1890s, found in the diary of a man named Hempstead a particularly specific account: The storm began during daylight on February 20 and continued throughout the night, all the following day, and well into the next night, “The wind all the time blowing furiously, and the drifts in some places ten and twelve feet high.” The weather broke on Friday, February 22, though the wind continued to blow the snow into drifts and temperatures remained very cold. Snow fell again on February 24, as Mather had noted, and churches remained shuttered as people waited out the bitter cold and wind in their own homes.




  Three days of moderate weather and sunshine followed, but on February 29, the snow fell for hours once again, and it repeated this performance two days later on March 2—but with a rise in temperature that brought rain, beginning a long, messy period of melting and freezing.




  Historian William Dow Cram discovered a journal from an unnamed source who was an eyewitness to the long snow siege. “Storm after storm swept down on the country and village until two weeks had elapsed,” the diligent recorder wrote. “Finally when the sun did come out and the skies became clear, what a sight was before people! Snow lay at a depth of from ten to twenty feet.” The man became particularly fascinated by the behavior of wild animals in the area. “The snow storm had its effects upon the animals and drove wolves, foxes, bears and wildcats to the settlements,” he wrote. “These animals made raids upon the sheep pens and hog pens, and in some places so much were the deer harassed that the farmers cleared places and setup carts, fence rails and other barriers so that the deer could run in and be safe from the wild creatures.”




  The clearing sky and cessation of snowfall only revealed greater woes, the writer went on. “It was not an uncommon thing, just after the storm, for searching parties to go hunting for neighbors, lose their bearings and not be able to locate the houses,” so deep were the drifts. “Or perhaps a little smoke, curling upward through a hole in the snow, would show where the chimney was. . . . Most of the houses in fact were covered to the third story windows on the wind shaken side, and the barns were entered through the windows or traps to the hay lofts, the doors being so deeply buried that they could not be shoveled out.”




  Cotton Mather’s grandfather, Richard, had survived the hurricane of 1635, and his father, Increase, had seen his share of major storms and other acts of nature in his lifetime as a New Englander, so we can be fairly certain that Cotton also knew that snow could pile up fairly high over the course of a northeastern winter. What made this one unique, the minister told his correspondent, was the effect it had on cattle—hundreds or even thousands of animals buried beneath weighty snowfall.




  “Vast numbers of Cattel [sic] were destroyed in this Calamity,” he said. “Whereof some there were, of ye Stranger sort, were found standing dead on their legs, as if they had been alive many weeks after, when ye Snow melted away.” The rapidly falling snow created whiteout conditions that blinded herds of cattle, freezing their eyes and lashes so they could not see their way across a field. Unable to find their own way to safety, some of them walked right into the ocean and drowned, while others stood still as the snow piled up around them.




  “One gentleman, on whose farms were now lost above 1100 sheep, which with other Cattel, were interred . . . in the Snow, writes me word that there were two Sheep very singularly circumstanced,” he went on. “For no less than eight and twenty days after the Storm, the People pulling out the Ruins of above an 100 sheep out of a Snow Bank, which lay 16 foot high, drifted over them, there was two found alive, which had been there all the time, and kept themselves alive by eating the wool of their dead companions.” The farmer returned these two resourceful sheep to the barn and pasture, where, Mather reported, they regained their own wooly coats and still lived as he wrote.
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