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They love the land because it is their own,

And scorn to give aught other reason why;

A stubborn race, fearing and flattering none,

Such they are nurtured, and such they die.

—W. K. Northall, Life and Recollections of Yankee Hill, 1850








Prologue


April 28, 1938

To all former Town Officers of the Towns of Enfield, Greenwich, Dana, and Prescott:

You are hereby formally notified that the corporate existence of the aforesaid towns ceased at 12 o’clock midnight, April 27th.

In view of this fact, the town’s officers are to carry on no municipal function on and after April 27th and shall do only such acts as are necessary to affect the transfer of properties of the municipalities to the Metropolitan District Water Supply Commission and to affect the commitment of taxes to the town to which the respective territories are annexed.

—R. Nelson Molt, Commission Secretary



April 27, 1938 Enfield, Massachusetts. Night.

Town Hall was built to hold three hundred people. This evening, one thousand crush into the old brick building. Twice that number, many of them reporters from across the US, stand impatiently outside, scribble notes, and aim their flash cameras at anyone going in or out. Cars are parked for a mile on either side of what was once Main Street, in front of stone-ringed ditches that were once grand Victorian homes. Inside, the wooden floorboards shake.

Old Dr. Segur, physician, town selectman, and volunteer fire chief, who has delivered many of the attendees and the attendee’s children and comforted their parents in their last days, gives a brief, emotional speech, bidding farewell to the professional life he has known for the last half century. He and his wife strike up the band and take their front-row places in the Grand March.

In the winding march across the town hall floor, engineer Norman Hall and his wife, Wilma, known to the press as “The Valley’s Most Popular Couple,” have the position of honor as the Grand March’s second pair. Engineer Jerome Spurr, who, after a decade as a state surveyor and scientist, has become a community leader, and his wife, Anna, follow. Some women wear their first-ever formal gowns. Others, their handmade wedding dresses. Still others wear black, in mourning. Black bunting covers the walls. The volunteer fire department serves free beer in the town hall basement.

Dance cards, with tiny pencils attached, are bordered in black, like a funeral invitation. But on the floor, there’s forced gaiety, at least for the cameras. Norman Hall, beaming in a tuxedo, serves cake and ice cream. One of the orchestra members accidentally sits on a cake-filled dish abandoned on a chair, and the reporters swoop in to photograph a pretty young lady dab the ice cream off the back of his pants. McEnelly’s Orchestra plays jazz and swing, with a smattering of old-time barn dancing.

In the balcony, the black-suited old-timers—the wealthy Howes, Zappeys, and Doubledays—whisper unsmilingly between themselves. The children, in their best Sunday short-pants suits and white dresses with Shirley Temple hair bows, doze in the overheated balcony and try to figure out why everyone is so upset, because isn’t moving to another town an adventure? The valley’s poor—some of whom sit on their rotting front porches with shotguns in hand, waiting for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts to come take what little they own—are not present. Tickets are fifty cents each.

Just before midnight, Dr. Segur motions for the band to stop. The packed hall falls silent. Onlookers outdoors grow quiet. Photographers prep their flash bulbs. The town hall clock strikes twelve. Dr. Segur lifts his arms. The orchestra plays “Auld Lang Syne,” and then “Taps.” The audible waves of sobbing—women and men, young and old, native and newcomer—begin.

After more than two hundred years, the towns of the Swift River Valley have ceased to exist.






INTRODUCTION ‘A Well-Watered Place’


Boston needed water. Since 1630, the city on the salty, silty Shawmut Peninsula had been on a perpetual quest for sources of clean, pure drinking water, and there was never enough. Pipes had been laid, reservoirs built and filled—first in Boston proper, then the suburbs, then far outside the metropolitan area. By the early twentieth century, Boston’s thirst had outstripped its water supply yet again, and the city was growing fast.

Sixty-five miles to the west, a group of small, self-sustaining farming and industrial communities in the Swift River Valley had all the clean water they needed. The water was so good and abundant that in the 1700s their forebears had forcibly taken the land from the Nipmuc Indians, who called it “Quabbin,” or “well-watered place.” The Commonwealth of Massachusetts determined it had one final option to sate urban demand: impound the Swift River and send the water to the city. Were the state to turn the Swift River, the valley’s local ponds and lakes, and overflow from the nearby Ware River into a giant reservoir, the second biggest in the US at the time, Boston, and the millions in its orbit, would have fresh, pure water in perpetuity.

The catch: The four towns of the Swift River Valley—Enfield, Dana, Greenwich, and Prescott—along with sections of surrounding towns and villages, would be destroyed. Every last home, barn, business, wooden fence, tree, flowering bush, and blade of grass would be sold off or taken by eminent domain; graves and coffins disinterred and relocated; topsoil removed. The valley would be destroyed by fire and then flooded with more than 400 billion gallons of water to a depth of 150 feet. Historic county boundaries would be moved. The four towns would be removed from maps as if they had never existed.

The Commonwealth convinced itself this grand plan was justified, noting that time had not been kind to the valley. New industrial and farming practices hamstrung the small mills and dairy farms; the valley’s remoteness and difficult topology delayed the arrival of electricity, telephone, and radio. Rumors that the state might take the valley for its water had circulated as early as 1895, a disincentive for new industry and an incentive for people with financial means or without deep roots to move on.

Journalists around the region quickly realized the Swift River Valley’s impending demise made a piquant topic. Articles were written about it as early as 1920, even before official decisions had been made. The state printed a proposed map of the reservoir in 1922. Valley residents and their lone state representative fought the plans, but had little political or social capital. The Ware River Act and Swift River Act passed the General Court of Massachusetts in 1926 and 1927, with only one vote against them. The reservoir and the massive fifteen-year project it entailed was unstoppable.

Automobiles packed with surveyors arrived in the valley to photograph and document every acre and standing structure. These young men were mostly recent college graduates, chiefly from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Northeastern University in Boston—quick talkers and thinkers, fancy dressers.

The engineers came, armed with building designs, and the state hired laborers to carry out the literal dirty work of digging giant shafts deep underground and lining them with concrete to build gravity-fed water tunnels. The grand plan would culminate with one of the largest earthen dams ever built, constructed from the valley’s own stones and dirt and ultimately rising as high as its gentle mountaintops. The Swift River itself would be redirected from its riverbed through a tunnel dug into bedrock. In 1937, one year before the valley was evacuated, construction began to proceed twenty-four seven—a never-ending cacophony of drilling, rock crushing, klieg lights, air- and bullhorns, and rumblings of the earth.

“They were known as carefree fellows,” said a 1938 article in the Springfield, MA, Union about the engineers, “toying with an instrument, stringing tape across the road, or riding in state cars, driving perhaps a little too fast, noticeably about 5 P.M., headed in the direction of the Metropolitan Commission office. They were not accepted by the residents. Only the poorest houses were available to them as rents. To get into an established group was almost impossible. They were looked upon as foreigners, sent to wrest the land from the natives, and were generally referred to by those whose language was more picturesque than refined as ‘those damned engineers,’ expressed with as much vehemence as that of a good Southerner when referring to the Yankee… This quiet valley… contented and all abiding, heard rumors of the great project which would deprive them of their homes, businesses and associations—and here were the men actually at work doing just that.”

It was easier to blame the faces they saw every day than the shadowy figures in Boston.

Then, gradually, something happened. The engineers were treated less as heartless invaders and more as members of the community—men who increasingly brought out their wives and young children—and who were equally anxious to find work in a desperate Great Depression economy. The valley residents’ resentment of the Boston pols and the Metropolitan District Water Supply Commission did not abate, but the individual engineers, with whom they interacted daily, functioned, for a time, as a replacement for the young people who had left the valley. By day the engineers directed the destruction of the only home most valley residents had ever known. After hours they became pillars of those same communities: school and church board officials; volunteer firefighters; heads of local civic organizations like the Masons and the Grange. Their wives became schoolteachers, de facto social workers, and members of ladies’ social clubs. Several engineers and young valley women even got married. When everyone, local and engineer alike, was forcibly evacuated, just before the flood, some friendships remained for decades afterward.

Popular regional history structures the Quabbin story as a binary. The “victors” are the state government and the population of metropolitan Boston, who have Quabbin water to drink and the large and nearly pristine watershed around it for hiking, fishing, and wildlife spotting. The “losers” are the members of the valley diaspora and their descendants, who have made every effort to keep their history alive, and a large number of whom still actively resent the taking of their ancestral homes.

Left out of the historical equation are day-to-day designers and builders of this great testament of twentieth-century civil engineering, men whose college educations never prepared them for their ultimate day-to-day job duties. They literally worked hundreds of feet underground. They fought fires and persevered in the midst of floods and hurricanes. They built buildings, elaborate engineering contraptions, and artificial lakes. They grew the forests that now cover the Quabbin watershed. They took more than ten thousand photos, pored over rocks and sand and water in makeshift labs. They presided over the dead and brought them to their new resting places. And yet they have remained, like the designers and builders of medieval cathedrals, anonymous and communal.

No longer. For the first time, the engineers have names and photos and biographies. They were people who honed a trade, fell in love, learned to live among people not like themselves, suffered in their labor, and learned to feel grief that was not their own. Every engineer felt differently about the death of the Swift River Valley and his part in it, and repressed or commemorated all that had happened to him accordingly.

How did the engineers live among and befriend people whose lives they were destroying? And how could they have been befriended in return? Why did a few remain loyal to the Quabbin project throughout their lives, even choosing to be buried at the new Quabbin Park Cemetery; why did others refuse to acknowledge what had happened in the Swift River Valley, never even telling their families about their work?

Even today, the majority of Bostonians and the residents of the more than fifty communities that drink Quabbin water don’t know where their water comes from, let alone the story behind it. But as ongoing climate and water crises throughout the US continue with no resolution in sight, more and more Americans will be driven from their homes and livelihoods, abandoning depleted or destroyed resources, or else relocated to re-allocate what scarce resources remain. Will those Americans be treated more fairly than the residents of the four drowned towns a hundred years ago?

The story of Quabbin is a parable of everything that has gone, and continues to go wrong—and sometimes right—with American public works planning. The Quabbin was both a triumph of engineering and a feat of forward-looking environmental stewardship, yet the most vulnerable humans were disregarded in the process.

Climate change increasingly will affect how humans interact with their water supplies. Federal and state governments should expect and plan for more water-based human displacement, either from drought or flooding. Both the public and private sectors should evaluate the extent to which disruptive technologies benefit the many versus the few. Nor can we anticipate a stable future economy.

On a community level, that Swift River Valley society functioned for as long as it did is a testament to disparate groups compelled to rise above suspicion and prejudice to create a community of necessity. American, and global, society must learn these lessons before we face the inevitable extreme economic and cultural challenges created by environmental changes and devastation.






ONE Birth of a Valley: Prehistory–1900


Ten thousand years ago in what became the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Ice Age glaciers retreated. In their place they deposited the riverbeds of the Swift River, three fingerlike branches that flowed southwest to the Connecticut River, west of the geological divide separating the two halves of the state. Had the Swift River flowed east into the Atlantic Seaboard, this story probably never would have happened.

The glaciers cut two parallel valleys: The Connecticut (colloquially known as the Pioneer River) Valley to the west and the Swift River Valley to the east. The Connecticut Valley was broad and fertile. The Swift River Valley was narrow, and lay in shadow.

The native Nipmuc tribes found it, nevertheless, an ideal place to live. They flourished in valley settlements beginning in approximately 1000 B.C.E., primarily along the banks of the Swift River, which was known, even then, for its plentiful fishing.

By the mid 1600s, Massachusetts Bay colonists had established settlements in the central part of the state, outside the Swift River Valley, up to the Connecticut River. These settlements traded with the Nipmuc and their leader, Chief Quabbin, and the neighboring tribes with whom the Nipmuc intermingled. Settlers and Nipmuc were pulled onto opposite sides in the drawn-out colonist–Native American conflict usually called King Philip’s War (1675–1676). After the colonists’ victory, the local Nipmuc not killed were scattered and absorbed into other tribes; arrested and sent to prison or labor camps; or sold into slavery in the West Indies. As a reward for their service, the Massachusetts Bay Colony gave captured Nipmuc land in the Swift River Valley to veterans of the war. This land grab was the first act of defiance against the government, in this case the British—a sign that the colonists could handle affairs by themselves, without any help from the bureaucrats far away.

The settlers, largely Calvinists of Scottish descent, were homesteading in the western part of the state because much of the good land in the east was already being farmed. The colonists given the Swift River Valley were happy to take it for free; in their frugalness, they did not seem to care that the Connecticut Valley, with its superior growing abilities, was just one mountain ridge west.

The 1,200 acres taken from the Nipmuc became the town of Greenwich, the first white settlement inside the Valley, which gradually grew to 25,000 acres and split off into the towns of Dana, Enfield, and Prescott. The first white child was born in Greenwich in 1735.

Shays’ Rebellion

The colonial settlers were fiercely proud of their self-sufficiency and independence from the rest of the state. Many twentieth-century valley residents were descendants of the rebels who fought in Shays’ Rebellion (1786–1787), an unsuccessful uprising against the Massachusetts state government in response to high taxes and economic hardship. Daniel Shays, a Revolutionary War hero, led a brigade of 1,100 men to the city of Springfield, thirty miles south, where they attacked the Springfield Arsenal, protesting how the state government had unfairly locked up western Massachusetts debtors. Shays had made his plans in Conkey’s Tavern, in the town of Pelham. The site of the tavern is now under water.

Animosity toward Boston was baked into valley culture in successive generations, reminiscent of how Southerners’ views against the North further hardened after the Civil War. Valley natives always remembered that their forebears had fought the power, lost, and kept going, and the resentment only deepened.



Puritan influences were still visible in the nineteenth century, primarily a type of harsh spirituality that valued hard work and lack of worldliness. Two hundred years ago it was easy not to be seduced by progressive thought, when the valley’s plentiful resources provided nearly everything. The Swift River produced the power for often prosperous mills and factories—in many places the soil was rich and farming profitable and easy. By the middle of the nineteenth century Enfield was the richest town per capita in the state. Enfield, Dana, and Greenwich all had hotels; Enfield’s Swift River Hotel’s elaborate dining room could seat three hundred guests.

Much of what we know about the intimate history of the valley is due to Enfield native Francis Underwood’s 1893 ethnography Quabbin: The Story of a Small Town with Outlooks on Puritan Life. Underwood, along with a coterie of nineteenth century luminaries like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and John Greenleaf Whittier, was a cofounder of The Atlantic magazine. He was an antislavery crusader and temperance advocate, and, at the end of his life, US ambassador to Scotland.

As Underwood grew older he returned to the Swift River Valley to try to understand the place that had formed him, and to grasp to what extent it had moved beyond the Puritan, antiprogressive culture that had existed even in his childhood. Underwood’s simultaneous disdain of and empathy for the valley’s residents and a longing for the beauty of its hills and waterways were the same amalgam of emotions most reporters attempted to convey throughout their coverage of the valley during the Quabbin project.

Valley residents themselves were not particularly introspective. As in most New England towns, school, church, and town hall were the three pillars of community life. According to Underwood, they found their circumscribed world “cheerful; they knew no other. In the small houses there was no luxury surely, but no lack of wholesome food or seasonable raiment.” This contentment without self-examination, Underwood suggested, caused the valley and its principal town, Enfield, to be “one of the most sluggish of rural communities… not poverty-stricken, but limp and lifeless.”1

But the nature all around them was exceptionally beautiful. In his return, Underwood relives his childhood wonder about Great Quabbin Mountain: “It was a Delectable Mountain for children. The ascent was easy. To one looking back when half-way up, the village below, nestling under shade trees on both sides of the river, had a soft and almost unreal beauty… The upper region was alpine in its cool serenity, its airy pastures, sparkling brook and broad horizon.”2

The center of the town was the oval-shaped common, half an acre long, and dominating the common was the Congregational church, which was the epicenter of public life for more than a century: “A steeple was set astride the roof; the building was painted white, furnished with green (outside) blinds, and turned with its end to the street. The vane, of sheet metal, gilded, was cut in the form of a man, the head cleaving the wind, and the legs extended for rudder. As it turned with a sharp cry on the rod which pierced its body, it needed but little aid from the imagination of a boy to become the image of some sinner transfixed in air, and held aloft to swing in lingering pain.”3

Men of previous generations had Old Testament names like Hezekiah, Eliphaz, Hosea, and Ezekiel. They followed old Hebrew traditions, like beginning the Sabbath at sundown, not cooking or doing work on “Sabberday,” and ending it when they saw three stars in the sky. These were “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” Christians, descendants of the parishioners who had listened to Jonathan Edwards preach in Enfield, Connecticut.

The valley’s relative isolation was reflected in its accents; even into the mid-twentieth century, many of the rural folk spoke Old Yankee—not the dropped Rs and broad vowels of blue-collar Boston, but an accent similar to the traditional Down Mainers—slower and more nasal, with Southern-sounding hints. Recordings as recent as the 1981 documentary The Old Quabbin Valley reflect voices trapped, to modern listeners, in the amber of a lost world.4



During Underwood’s childhood, Enfield was collapsing due to the staggering rates of alcoholism among the town men and even a few of the women; public drunkenness did not seem to be incompatible with twice-on-Sundays church services and a general contempt for secular learning. It took many years of the Congregational minister’s patience before Enfield could dry out, and the years of rampant drunkenness were an influence on Underwood’s temperance.5

What did the valley look like in its prime? Outside of town,


Generally a couple of towering elms stood near each farmhouse of the better class, and not far away were apple trees in squares. Clumps of lilacs grew by the front door and by the edge of the garden; while along the neighboring road were rows of balloon-topped maples.

The farms lying without the valley were and still are poor; their plain lands sometimes bore thin crops of rye, and then, lying fallow, were overrun with mullein; their undrained meadows were cold and wet, and infested with poison ivy and skunk cabbage; their hillsides rough and stony; their pastures gray and brown. The neighborhood roads were crooked, hilly, or stony and sandy.

The houses of prosperous farmers were neat and comfortable, though invariably plain; but those of the poorer sort were miserable. Still, few farmers were educated beyond the 3 Rs, or were in the habit of reading in hours of leisure, except for the Bible and weekly newspaper.6



Everyone in the valley knew how to read and write. But like many rural school systems, valley schools only went up through eighth and occasionally ninth grade.

During the first few decades of the twentieth century, despite telegraphs, telephones, electricity, and automobiles in the village centers, country people still lived more like their parents and grandparents than the radio-listening, train-traveling, shimmying townsfolk. The farmers’ furniture was “utilitarian, comfortable, serviceable—but nothing like what you might call high-class furnishings.” Men wore bib overalls and straw hats. Women almost always wore aprons and long skirts.7

Outsiders, though, found it a restful and refreshing place to spend a week on vacation. The back of a 1910 postcard of Greenwich Village reads, “Mama and I walked to this pretty little village this morning… It was perfectly beautiful. We picked berries coming back and had a lovely time. You ought to see my mother climb a fence! Lovingly, Florence.” On the front, she adds, “This is Mt. Pomeroy, which rises right above the lake from the hotel. I am watching the sun behind it now.”8

Families were connected by complex marital and genealogical bonds, and everyone knew by heart who had married into what families. When University of Massachusetts at Amherst linguistic historian Audrey Duckert recorded valley natives in the 1970s, they could rattle off lists of marriages, remarriages, deaths, accidents, illnesses, successes, failures, and personal eccentricities of people with whom they had second- or third-degree connections. Family, like land, was paramount, and the work of generations made the success of the land possible. Ancestors were always visible, and the connection was strong.

Gradually—and not always happily for the natives—the Puritan influences were worn down, as they always are, and broader thought and culture began to take their place. The lions in front of the New York Public Library, for instance, were sculpted by Enfield native Edward Clark Potter. A few men went to college; young women went to boarding or finishing school and then came back, only to leave again. Newspapers were delivered by the new train. But at the same time that expansiveness caused a brain drain. The population grew smaller and grayer, and those graying valley citizens had strong and settled views about political and religious differences, which were often one and the same: “A Massachusetts Federalist prior to 1810 was almost certain to be Orthodox [Calvinist] in faith; a church member was almost certain to be a Federalist… and it was generally the case that a Democrat was a Universalist, a Freethinker, or one of the ‘otherwise-minded.’ The wealthy, respectable and temperate people were Federalists, and supporters, if not members, of the Puritan church. Outside were Democrats, hard drinkers, and deists. For more than a generation the line of demarcation was invariable. The hostile feeling between the classes deepened often into malignant hate, and was felt wherever men came into contact.”9

Many of their world views, which Underwood probably exaggerates, but probably not by much, are familiar even in twenty-first-century America:


The Quabbin man of the better sort believed the Bible to be inspired, in mass and in detail, from Genesis to Revelation; the Unitarianism and Universalism were doctrines of devils; that Methodists and Baptists were well-meaning people but blown about by the winds of doctrine; that the cross was a symbol of popery, and Christmas a superstitious observance; that the Federalists inherited the wisdom and virtues of Washington… that in a great city there were few honest men and fewer virtuous women… that the young men to be helped in ‘gittin’ college larnin’ were the ones intended to be preachers; that a lawyer was necessarily a dissembler and a cheat; that “old-fashioned schoolin” was good enough; that a man who wore a beard was a Jew, or a dirty fellow, or both… that all the songs sung at church will be sung in heaven; and that the good old days of samp, hulled corn, bean porridge, barreled apple sauce, apprentiship, honest work, and homespun clothes were gone, never to return.10



Ethnic and cultural homogeneity began to break down near the close of the nineteenth century. Smith’s Village, as a de facto company town, hired many Northern Irish families as mill workers; the marketing materials for the mill advertised that they were Protestant,11but they were “clannish” and never assimilated. Then the Italians and French Canadians came to work in Dana’s box and hat factories. Then the Poles came to buy cheap land and farm it. No open animosity existed between the old-timers and the newcomers; the newcomers simply didn’t integrate, and the natives didn’t bother, either.

Underwood died in 1894, aware that the valley was growing increasingly lifeless and sad: “It seems the crops have decreased; the great barns are no longer bursting with hay… all the people are fed with Western beef and flour. Many farms, though not abandoned, yield little return… The owners must pick up a living as best they can; the thin and stony soil can do no more for them. Their sons are away in the cities, or in the far West, and their daughters are teachers, or are married and settled, and not in Quabbin.”12

A year later, the first exploratory engineers began to fill five-gallon jugs of Swift River water and take them back by carriage to Boston. Enfield’s population had shrunk to less than one thousand.

The Towns

Even during the nineteenth century, “Swift River Valley,” “Quabbin,” and “Enfield” were popularly conflated. The valley was also called “Quabbin.” Enfield was sometimes called “Quabbin.” Because outsiders often never got past Enfield, the most conventionally “town-like” of the villages, “Enfield” also might refer to the valley as a whole.

The Swift River Valley was actually comprised of four towns—Enfield, Dana, Greenwich, and Prescott—and a number of villages associated with each.

Enfield was the largest of the four towns, with the greatest concentration of wealth and social capital. Enfield Center was arrayed like a standard New England small town, with a grassy common in the center surrounded by grand homes, the church, the school, agricultural Grange Hall, and the town hall. Main Street, the largest road in the valley, ran through Enfield Center, and the “Rabbit” train ran behind the town hall, near the Swift River and the water mill. Enfield had a small business district, which included a general store, butcher, post office, pool hall, café, hotel, and, eventually, a gas station. Enfield Center was the first area of the valley to acquire plumbing, electricity, telephone, and radio broadcast. Its residents had automobiles and domestic help. By the 1920s, it was the site of a de facto movie theater; the Howe family, oldest and wealthiest in the valley, rented movies from the larger towns and brought the reels to the town hall for weekend screenings.

Generally, Enfielders were better educated and more traveled than the valley population as a whole, and more involved in the churches, schools, and civic organizations. They were the most politically active in trying to block the reservoir, and also the most fatalistic about its demise. The Metropolitan District Water Supply Commission set up its headquarters in Enfield Center, and engineers who chose to settle in the valley lived in Enfield—resulting in more daily interactions between them and the Enfielders.

Smith’s Village, while technically part of Enfield, had its own post office and school. The Smith family were the mill owners, and Smith’s Village was essentially a company town. Residents were largely Northern Irish immigrants, poor and insular. The Smiths and a few others had large houses in the village, but the rest of the housing was poor. Photos and diary entries depict a grinding, almost urban poverty not seen elsewhere in the valley.

While Enfield Center and Smith’s Village are now under a hundred feet or more of water, the borders of Enfield actually extended up the side of Mount Quabbin—now the site of the public road that circles around from the Winsor Dam to the Quabbin Spillway, Enfield Outlook, fire station, Goodnough Dike, and back down to Route 9. Ruins remain in this part of the watershed, including foundations and retaining walls.

Dana, like Enfield, was divided into two main entities: Dana and North Dana. Dana Village was like a smaller version of Enfield Center, but more isolated. North Dana was the industrial center of the valley, with lumber mills and small factories. A number of well-off families lived in Dana, where the valley’s Catholic and Universalist churches were located. Dana’s many large ponds made it the site of summer homes for families from Springfield and Worcester as well as several summer camps, including the only Jewish camps in that part of the state.

The remains of the Dana town common are in the Quabbin watershed and publicly accessible. Dana Common was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 2013.13North Dana is under water.

Greenwich (pronounced “Green-witch”) was another small town with a railroad stop, hotel, town hall, and lumber mills. It is the only Quabbin town with nearly 100 percent of its land underwater, other than two mountaintops that poke out of the reservoir. Greenwich, more frequently turned inward rather than outward, was too small to have its own fire department, and many of its buildings were burnt down and not rebuilt prior to the arrival of the Commission. Greenwich also include a smaller section called Greenwich Plains, and while it had rich soil, prosperous farms, and lakes for fishing and camping, Greenwich never had electricity, telephone, or town plumbing. Despite this, it was the location of a spiritualist congregation in the nineteenth century, started by a wealthy eccentric who owned a piano-and-organ factory in Boston.

The closest visitors can get to Greenwich is to walk across the top of the Quabbin Baffle Dam, erected right on top of Greenwich Village, when reservoir water levels are low.

Prescott was the least populated, poorest, and most spread out of all the towns. It is also the town that remains most above the waterline. Prescott’s remote hilliness and rocky soil forced most farms closer to subsistence than successful commercial enterprises. The Prescott Peninsula was used for training during World War II, and from 1969 to 2011 the top of the peninsula was home to the Five College Radio Astronomy Observatory.

The Prescott Peninsula is not open to visitors except on an annual tour given by the Swift River Valley Historical Society. However, what was once North Prescott, now bordering the town of New Salem, is partially open to the public.

Small hamlets existed on the peripheries of each town, usually populated by specific families, and boasting quaint names like Atkinson Hollow, Bobbin Hollow, Cooleyville, Doubleday Village, Puppyville, Millington, and Packardsville.

In addition to the four towns, sections of the towns of Barre, Belchertown, Hardwick, Orange, Pelham, New Salem, Petersham, Shutesbury, Ware, and Wendell were all taken in order to impound parts of the Ware River and to preserve the purity of the Quabbin watershed.






TWO A Long, Slow Decline: 1880–1920


The Swift River Valley’s gradual slide into economic irrelevance was precipitated by a number of factors beyond its control: westward expansion, changing industrial practices, and its geographical isolation in the face of technology that demanded connectivity and communication.

The valley had always been at a disadvantage compared to the Connecticut River Valley, which included the city of Springfield, thirty miles to the south of Enfield, and the Pioneer Valley, which included the towns of Amherst, Northampton, Hadley, Holyoke, and Chicopee, today all exits on north–south I-91. Exiting the Swift River Valley usually meant going over and around mountains. The nearest towns to the valley were Belchertown, five miles to the southwest, and Ware, seven miles to the southeast.

The Connecticut Valley, like the Swift River Valley, was a manufacturing and mill center, but on a much larger scale, with access to the Connecticut and Chicopee Rivers and the industrial city of Springfield, a powerful urban hub until the mid-twentieth century. The Pioneer Valley developed an early version of the “knowledge economy,” with Amherst, Smith, and Mt. Holyoke Colleges and Massachusetts Agricultural College (later UMass Amherst) developing as thought and research centers, and much cross-pollination via train, telegraph, and telephone between the Pioneer Valley, Boston, Hartford, New Haven, and New York. While in 1850 there may have been some economic parity between the Pioneer and Swift River Valleys, by 1900 that parity had been erased.

The fifty-five-mile north–south Enfield railroad opened in 1871. It allowed freer movement in and out of the valley, but was primarily an intravalley mode of transport, with six passenger stops and a flag stop in as many miles; valley residents nicknamed it the “Rabbit,” supposedly because it stopped and started so often. Valley teenagers could now attend high school on the other side of the hills; on the other hand, education and the ability to see more developed areas outside the Swift River area encouraged them to leave.



The valley’s hilly topology and limited infrastructure was not conducive to expanding industry. Existing small factories and mills made piano legs, boxes, brooms, bricks, soapstone, charcoal, buttons, nails, carriage wheels, palm-leaf hats, and three types of inexpensive fabric. In winter huge chunks of ice were brought out of the valley to cool the iceboxes of residents of the eastern half of the state. But there were far more people living in Massachusetts, and in the US, in 1900 than in 1850. Small-scale manufacturing in the dense confines of New England was no longer profitable, and large-scale industry was moving west. Carriage wheels were rolling toward obsolescence, and outsourcing the handweaving of palm-leaf hats to women and children in Dana began to look a little ridiculous. Most valley mills and factories shut down in the first two decades of the twentieth century.

Enfield and Dana were electrified in the 1920s and had telephone service installed decades before then. Greenwich and Prescott received neither electricity nor any paved roads, and thus fewer opportunities for commerce.

The valley was primarily agricultural, however—known regionally for its dairy farms, apple orchards, chicken farming, sheep, and berries. At one point nearly fifty varieties of apples grew locally. Centralized creameries and dairies were common until about 1890, after which local farmers began selling milk instead of cream. Farming families worked hard and ate well, and in their later years former residents recalled their childhoods as happy and satisfying, with a common refrain of “we didn’t even know we were poor.” In an interview from the 1980s, former Greenwich resident Walter King rhapsodized about his childhood breakfasts: “ ‘Mother would serve up boiled potatoes, eggs or pancakes, some type of meat and homemade donuts, if I could talk her into it.’ Of course, bread, butter, jelly and milk were always on the table.”1

Farming success also depended on the location of the farm; Enfield and Greenwich had rich soil, while Prescott soil was arid and rocky. This was in part why Prescott ceased to function as a town in 1928, allowing itself to be taken over by the Metropolitan District Water Supply Commission rather than continuing to stagger on with diminishing returns.

In 1920, Massachusetts state regulators enacted “pure milk” laws. These included that cows and horses be kept in separate locations; no pigs or manure be kept under the barn; stables must be cleaned, whitewashed, and ventilated; milk must be strained and kept away from the barn; and all cows must be tested for TB.2

Valley farmers could not bear the costs of this regulation. Some larger dairy farms shipped milk to neighboring states that had not yet enacted milk purity laws. Most did not. Working around this required some thought: “Surplus milk was carried to town in 40-quart milk cans and hoisted on a platform for pickup. The cans were marked with the name of the farmer and the milk would be picked up by a Holyoke or Springfield creamery for pasteurization. The farmer would receive a statement once a month detailing how much of his milk was purchased and what it was used for. A certain amount of money was deposited for him in a Springfield bank, making it necessary for him to travel to Springfield to withdraw it.”3

Walter E. Clark was a Quabbin engineer who published Quabbin Reservoir, one of the first books about the valley, in 1944. “When we started work for the Commission in the Valley,” Clark wrote, “it was surprising to see so many good farms capable of maintaining large herds of cattle, having no cows or perhaps one for family use. In many cases fences had been neglected and excellent pasture had grown up in weeds and brush… [T]he owners seemed to be reaching out for some other line… many settled down to the poultry business.”

Some farmers began relying on gathering ferns, hemlock, and laurel to sell to florists. Others sold blueberries, blackberries, and raspberries. According to Clark, one man sold roadside produce, including potatoes, two days a week from a farm stand on the road near his house. The man lived alone, Clark said, and one farm stand day he left his produce to check something at his house. During his absence a truck drove up and stole everything. He never sold again.4

With so little hope for the future and with representatives from Massachusetts state interests showing up more regularly and more purposefully, people were migrating out of the valley at a faster clip. Some left their houses and farms behind, assuming that no one would buy them. A malaise settled over the gentle countryside. “Everyone was very much shocked and depressed, and they just didn’t seem to care anymore,” said Trudy Ward Stalbird Terry of Enfield in 1980. “All the ladies neglected housework, and they started playing bridge. They’d go play bridge any old time, I guess. And many of them didn’t care if they improved their houses, or have them be papered, or things like that. They hadn’t done any repairs or upkeep for six, eight, ten years. You get damaged chimneys, and everything was getting run down.”5

“Letters from Quabbin” describes farms left to their own devices: “The grapevines are untrimmed, the fruit trees unpruned and shrubs and plants uncared for… No one climbs to the roof to replace a shingle… The steps sag, holes have appeared, and the vines are broken from the trellis… Barways topple, grates have fallen flat.”6

Eleanor Griswold Schmidt, whose Prescott farm family was one of the very last to leave, described people while not maintaining their properties simultaneously not acknowledging their fate until far into the 1920s: “It was maybe just not for real. Maybe they’d go away. And there wasn’t fear… there was just a heavy feeling.”7

Horror writer H. P. Lovecraft, who was familiar with the valley and knew about the coming of the reservoir, even wrote about its despoliation in two of his stories. In “The Dunwich Horror” he describes traveling through a “small village huddled between the stream and the vertical slope of Round Mountain, and wonders at the cluster of rotting gambrel roofs… It is not reassuring to see, on a closer glance, that most of the houses are deserted and falling to ruin, and that the broken-steepled church now harbors the one slovenly mercantile establishment of the hamlet… it is hard to prevent the impression of a faint, malign odor about the village street, as of the massed mold and decay of centuries. It is always a relief to get clear of the place, and to follow the narrow road around the base of the hills and across the level country beyond till it rejoins the Aylesbury pike.”8

And, more presciently, in “The Color Out of Space,” which was published in 1927, before the reservoir and the new highways were anything other than design plans in the Commission’s Boston office and a decade before the valley had been transformed into a moonscape: “There was once a road over the hills and through the valleys, that ran straight where the blasted heath is now; but people ceased to use it and a new road was laid curving far toward the south. Traces of the old one can still be found amidst the weeds of a returning wilderness, and some of them will doubtless linger even when half the hollows are flooded for the new reservoir. Then the dark woods will be cut down and the blasted heath will slumber far below blue waters whose surface will mirror the sky and ripple in the sun. And the secrets of the strange days will be one with the deep’s secrets; one with the hidden lore of old ocean, and all the mystery of primal earth.”9



Professions and family life in the valley were not at all poetic. Nearly everyone in Prescott was some sort of farmer; in Greenwich there were a few stores, an inn, and a tearoom, but mostly farming. Dana also had a hotel, but most people were employed by the box factory or the town. Enfield had more store owners and managers, but also workers for the woolen and lumber mills, the railroad, and the town. Every town had a postmaster and mailman, but Enfield also had people who worked the phone lines. There were three auto mechanics, a gravedigger, a meat inspector, and, in Smith’s Village, a retired vaudeville acrobatic duo from Latvia, who lived on the same block as the Congregational minister and his wife. By 1930, many men had been reduced to being odd-job laborers; others were caretakers or gardeners. There was an insurance salesman and his daughter, a sporting-goods salesgirl, who presumably worked outside the valley. So did the young women who were nurses. Many people, especially women who were single heads of households, listed their profession as “None.”10Bill Fielding Jr., son of an early engineer in the valley, recalls that “Some were farmers by accident after they lost their mill jobs—they just had a plot in the back yard or something.” The Dickinson family had owned a trucking business when the mills ran, but according to Fielding, by the late 1920s “they had a couple of trucks over there, just rusted out from lack of use” and had to supplement their income by taking in the reviled engineers as boarders.11

There were few of what we think of now as “traditional” nuclear families except among the recent Polish immigrants. Adult children and their spouses lived with one set of parents rather than on their own. Older parents who were not farmers had no work; the adult children held down the jobs. They took in “wards of the state” for boarders, a primitive foster care system for which they were paid. The valley was largely devoid of traditional middle-class professions and the growing slice of middle-class nuclear families that existed elsewhere. When the married engineers arrived with wives and children, this family configurations must have just added to their general differences from the natives.

Beginning in the 1920s, New England residents with automobiles, more discretionary income, and a stylish longing for rural life began venturing as tourists into the valley. They built rustic summer cabins on the shores of Pottapaug Pond and the numerous other ponds. Several summer camps were established in Dana. Had these tourists, summer residents, and antique hunters arrived a decade earlier they could have improved the valley economy, perhaps staving off the state’s decision to take the land—or perhaps their enthusiasm for the area could have led them to ask their state legislators not to vote for the Swift and Ware River Acts. By the 1920s, it was too late.
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