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Foreword: The River ofthe Winding Shore
 By Alfred Runte

A noted storyteller and historian, and among the original editors of the Rivers of America Series, Carl Carmer left off this narrative of the Susquehanna River in 1955. I first read the book as a history major at Harpur College, now Binghamton University, in upstate New York. I had attended a meeting of the Susquehanna Conservation Council and been invited to sit on the board. The Council, formed in 1964 to protect the local environment, wanted more young people on its staff. Where possible, I wrote college papers relevant to the interests of the Council, and so discovered Carl Carmer’s books.

In public, we sought the attention of Binghamton’s two newspapers, the Sun-Bulletin and Evening Press. David Bernstein, the owner and editor of the Sun-Bulletin, further disclosed a personal interest, announcing, in 1970, that he intended to run for Congress. How should the Susquehanna River be managed, he asked our board? Ensuring a full analysis, I wrote a position paper for his campaign. When he was not elected, he followed up with another proposal, suggesting that I write an article for the newspaper. Nor would length be a problem, he assured me. Published March 12, 1971, “The Susquehanna: Use with Care,” began on the front page and covered two full inside pages. He further published my cover letter on the editorial page. In retrospect, it was David’s way of salvaging both our efforts, and a reminder to the community the river mattered.
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To be sure, I believe David, not to mention Carl Carmer, would be troubled by the state of the river today. As am I, if focused on details Carmer was free to avoid as a matter of timing. Let us begin, then, with what remains immutable about the river, no matter the writer, place, or time. Rising at Cooperstown, New York, on the southern shore of Otsego Lake, the Susquehanna begins what will be a 444-mile journey through New York, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. At Northumberland, Pennsylvania, midway through the commonwealth, the West Branch adds 243 miles to its flow. Even now, the upper reaches of the West Branch are sparely populated, an Eastern wilderness, as it were. Above Harrisburg, Pennsylvania’s capital, another major tributary, the Juniata, also merges from the west. Finally, on crossing into Maryland the Susquehanna merges into the expanse of Chesapeake Bay.

Of Native American etymology, the word Susquehanna is harder to pin down. The Delaware translation is “Oyster River”; however, that best applies south of Harrisburg. More broadly, romanticists a century ago called it “the river of the winding shore.” That is certainly appropriate for the upper river, or main stem, also occasionally called the North Branch. Lower down, swelled by its tributaries, the river both widens and straightens considerably. If any characteristic describes the entire river, that, I would suggest, is beauty.

My favorite description is by Robert Louis Stevenson, and revealingly acknowledges the name itself. Heading west in August 1879, the young Scottish author of Treasure Island, while crossing Pennsylvania, found his train running parallel to a river lined with farms. Might a brakeman know the river’s name, he asked? “Susquehanna,” the brakeman replied. Rarely had four syllables, Stevenson later recalled, seemed more in harmony with “the beauty of the land.” Indeed, Susquehanna “was the name, as no other could be, for that shining river and desirable valley.”

And still there are varied translations, among them “Muddy River” and “Crooked River.” Again, if principally for the upper river, “Crooked River” gets my vote. No sooner does the Susquehanna enter Pennsylvania than it seems to change its mind, making a broad swing, called Great Bend, back into New York. There it lingers awhile, ambling west, through what is known as the Southern Tier. Here it meets Binghamton, my hometown, and obviously the fount of my experience.

Rod Serling, the creator of television’s The Twilight Zone, also graduated high school here, not my high school (we were cross-town rivals), and he was ahead of me by twenty years. Serling is somewhat off the subject, I know, but the city would never forgive me if I failed to mention him. He loved Binghamton, and long after making it big in Hollywood returned repeatedly to reconnect, dutifully seeking out his former drama teacher, Helen Foley, whom he immortalized in one of his scripts.
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Back to ours. Exiting the Southern Tier at Waverly, shortly to meet the Chemung River at Tioga Point, the Susquehanna slips back into Pennsylvania, where it just as abruptly heads southeast. It is here, snaking through what locals call the Endless Mountains, that the Susquehanna truly is the river of the winding shore. Broad valleys spread between the coils of the river, each a colorful mosaic of villages and farms. Beyond rise forested hillsides, cresting into distant ridges of purple and blue. The north bank, also noticeably rugged, is in places wooded to the water’s edge. The principal highway, US Highway 6, was then laid out to follow the ridgelines, thereby shortcutting the river’s path.

The historical backdrop is no less compelling, highlighted by Azilum and Wyalusing Rocks. Each became an overlook beside the highway with room for a souvenir shop and parking. My college friends and I, drawn to nearby state parks, would hurry back to Azilum to catch the sunset. “Sky water,” Henry David Thoreau aptly described what we felt in Walden. The river mirroring red, and the ridges darkening in the distance, we thrilled at what seemed in the twilight an untouched slice of the American wilderness.

Allegedly, Azilum proper, in the valley below, was to have been the refuge of Marie Antoinette. The historical markers refreshed our memories, of course, the deposed queen of Louis XVI of France. We could just imagine her making good her escape! Alas, the French Revolution was not a daydream. First Madame La Guillotine claimed Louis’s head—then hers. The deepening darkness made the tragedy personal; in life, what would prove beyond our reach? And on that thought we soberly yielded our hillside, equally uncertain of our return.

No less historic, Wyalusing Rocks, just downriver, rises even more dramatically above the water’s edge. Part of the so-called Warriors Path leading south into the Carolinas, native traders valued it as a lookout. In the American Revolution it was then a milepost for one of the critical campaigns of the war. Carl Carmer will tell you that story. What he could not foresee, nor could anyone in the 1950s, was the fate of Wyalusing Rocks. In 1968, the Pennsylvania Department of Highways proposed to widen US Highway 6. The original highway, rising and falling with the topography, was deemed unsafe for heavy trucks. Although Azilum overlook was to be bypassed, incredibly, Wyalusing Rocks was to be blown up. Blow up Wyalusing Rocks? How could Pennsylvania even think of such a thing? The engineers relented, or so they called it, but not before slicing deeply into the original overlook.

The highway, widened into four lanes, finally encroached on the rocks themselves. Long standing vigil across the road, the small cafe and souvenir shop had also been forced to close. Motorists flying past on the highway finally had no incentive to stop for either. Those who did stop, remembering the incredible views, were as readily shocked to find the sliver of space left for parking practically on top of the rocks, and they, now fully exposed, covered with graffiti and litter.

Carl Carmer, I began to appreciate, had lived in a different time, better said, in a different country, and one still protective of its past. Small-town America, for lack of a better
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term, had always cared for these special places. Binghamton, early nicknamed the Parlor City, no less celebrated its quality of life, including spacious parks (two with famous carousels) and miles of tree-lined streets. A Binghamton park, Rod Serling evoked in one episode of The Twilight Zone, was a magical place for any child. Helen Foley, further drawing on Serling’s example, might inspire her students to reach for the stars.

Simply put, America was still a place of opportunity, and with opportunity came a respect for discipline. Our valley, both as a place to live and work, was in fact called the Valley of Opportunity. It began with Endicott-Johnson, a company making shoes. Early in the twentieth century, its workers, principally immigrants, were recruited from southern and eastern Europe. On clearing Ellis Island in New York Harbor they boarded a train straight for Binghamton. “Which way EJ?” they asked on arrival. As promised, it was all the English they needed to know. Two neighboring company towns, Endicott and Johnson City, were further established to absorb the tide. Still in the 1950s, the company’s pungent, vibrating factories employed an average of 16,000 workers. Thousands more were employed in companies making furniture, film, and cameras. The flight simulator was also invented in Binghamton, by another native son, Edwin A. Link. The up-and-coming industry was International Business Machines (IBM), producing electric typewriters and later computers. Critically, the success of those companies then rippled throughout the community, further to support family restaurants, shops, and stores.

A commitment to the future, again, to discipline, blossomed on that prosperity. In landscape known as conservation, it foreshadowed the environmental movement of today. As early as 1885, atoning for decades of destructive logging, New York State established the Catskill and Adirondack Mountain forest preserves. Pennsylvania soon followed suit with its own generous system of state parks, forests, and game lands. Cresting the mountains of the Susquehanna Basin, indeed, framing the river along much of its length lay these growing blocks of protected territory. The rugged geography of the West Branch proved especially supportive, but every logged-over district was a candidate.

Most of these lands had simply been abandoned. After all, there were no forests left to exploit. The point of state ownership was to allow their return as healthy second growth. Occasionally, irreplaceable remnants of old growth were purchased directly, although that called for paying market price. The cheaper method, and by far more common, was to confiscate cutover lands for unpaid taxes. The acquisitions were then consolidated, named, and developed for public access. In 1894, New York State further added conservation to its constitution, pledging that its public forests would remain “forever wild.”

New York was equally fortunate to have three conservation-minded governors, Grover Cleveland, Theodore Roosevelt, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Each, of course, and further worth noting, went on to serve as president of the United States. In Pennsylvania, the celebrated name is Gifford Pinchot. After a distinguished career as a professional forester, including adviser to President Theodore Roosevelt and first to head the US Forest Service (1905), Pinchot returned to Pennsylvania and eventually ran for governor. Following in his own footsteps, so to speak, he made forest conservation his priority.

It is the final principal in the story that may surprise some readers—railroads. Of course, Robert Louis Stevenson was not surprised—nor anyone in the nineteenth century. Trains are heavy, and perform best on gentle grades, which railroads early achieved by following rivers. Again, for me, that history came meaningfully into focus at Azilum and Wyalusing Rocks. Below, paralleling the north shore of the river ran the tracks of the historic Lehigh Valley Railroad, which, in the humble opinion of its passenger department, served as the gateway to the “Switzerland of America.”
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Granted, the Endless Mountains were hardly the Alps, but exactitude was never the point. The point, as it was for all
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railroads, was to entice passengers by promising them a scenic ride. There, moreover, it gets interesting. Obviously, the credibility of that assurance depended on far more than the railroad. Every landowner on either side of the tracks had the power to sully the view. Ideally, they resisted because they wanted to; more practically, they did so because it paid. Bridging the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, railroad America was resort America. Before the invention of air conditioning, city-dwellers with the means escaped the summer heat by train. Every mountain district close to a major city supported lakeside camps and hotels. Private cabins lined rivers and streams. These properties, interspersed with state-purchased forests and parks, critically influenced the broader landscape. America’s railroads, it may be said, were the key to a business model encouraging rural landowners to think of beauty as something saleable.

Today we would call them partnerships. The point is that Carl Carmer need not dwell on any of it. Those relationships still survived. Early highways mirrored them, too. Roadside America sold an experience inviting travelers to stop and savor the landscape, again, Azilum and Wyalusing Rocks. As rapidly, by the 1960s, those innate restraints were breaking down. Everywhere, thanks to modern highways, railroad-influenced landscapes were becoming passé.

Finally, railroads could no longer afford to set the example, having lost the revenue to compete. In the Susquehanna Valley the crippling loss was coal. Anthracite coal, or hard coal, was mined almost exclusively in Pennsylvania, and that principally in the Wyoming Valley. Here the Susquehanna, entering between Scranton and Wilkes-Barre, briefly exchanges beauty for a depressing landscape. Although Carl Carmer squarely faced that history, again, the changes in the air were outside his grasp. Dramatically, by the end of the 1950s, anthracite coal had lost market share to oil and natural gas. The railroads of the region, with good reason known as anthracite railroads, were caught totally unprepared.

The roof fell in, literally and figuratively, in January 1959. Bent on maximizing their haul, miners illegally ran a shaft directly beneath the Susquehanna River, and, doubling down on their carelessness, got too close to the riverbed above. As the ceiling of the mine collapsed, an estimated 10 billion gallons of water rushed in. Twelve of the miners were immediately entombed. It took three days of dumping railroad cars into the hole before the mine was finally sealed. This, the infamous Knox Mine Disaster, virtually ended all coal mining in the region.

No less ominous, manufacturers throughout the Susquehanna Basin had begun to discover that everything could be made more cheaply in the South—or Asia. Certainly, our Valley of Opportunity began showing the strain. By the mid-1960s Endicott-Johnson was laying off workers—and ultimately laid off thousands. A touted savior—interstate highways—meant high-paying jobs for a period, yes, but after construction those jobs disappeared. Unlike railroads, few permanent workers were needed to operate the trains and maintain the tracks.

It was, I came to realize, a critical subtly behind the threat to Wyalusing Rocks. Simply, as the region’s population stagnated—and in many cities actually dropped—feelings of desperation grew. If rebuilding US Highway 6 would help jumpstart the economy, people were willing to take the risk.

As were some people willing to take even bigger risks, among them Binghamton’s congressman at the time. Think of it, he proposed. What if the Susquehanna River, starting below Cooperstown, were dammed all the way to the Wyoming Valley? Listing flood control as the project’s mainstay, his study added water for cooling nuclear power plants. Tributary dams would further stabilize the river’s depth. “Lowflow augmentation,” the engineers called it. In all, about 75,000 acres of farms, fields, and forests would be inundated behind the dams. Admittedly, some favorite trout streams would be eliminated and canoeing drop in popularity. Still, those tradeoffs were worth it, government planners agreed, in that thousands of workers would get to build the dams.

It was my wake-up call, and that of other activists, who foresaw a river bereft of beauty. Where was the common sense in controlling floods by flooding 75,000 acres of pristine real estate? And who needed a string of nuclear power plants with industry leaving town?
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Across the Southern Tier, the fight was led by Nancy Ayers, founder of the Susquehanna Conservation Council. Dressed head to foot in shades of lavender, and renowned as the “purple grackle,” she had a knack for making politicians squirm. David Bernstein, as editor of the Sun-Bulletin, further editorialized against the plan.

A modicum of protection, the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, passed Congress in 1968. However, the government could always change its mind, David cautioned, and the Susquehanna be removed from consideration. Certainly, planning for the dams proceeded apace. Nancy, meanwhile, kept up the pressure for no dams, substituting a proposal for a string of new regional parks.

Ultimately, the war in Vietnam constrained government investment and the dam builders began pulling back. Nancy, meanwhile, did get five new parks, forging an alliance with another hometown hero, Johnny Hart, creator of the B.C. comic strip. Others prominent voices for conservation included Tom Cawley and David Rossie, both columnists with the Evening Press.

No matter our industrial voice for conservation, Binghamton’s railroads only continued losing ground. The city would lose a fabulous passenger train, the Phoebe Snow, in November 1966. With it went a colorful history, and critically, the city’s last daylight connection to New York City. Binghamton’s very last train—a night train—was then dropped just after New Year’s Day 1970.

What of it, many shrugged? We have interstate highways and airlines now. True enough, but lost was a serviceable industry that had made the Susquehanna River its enduring centerpiece.

Absent that level of conscience, industry got back to questionable ideas, among them exploiting the Marcellus Shale. Hundreds of millions of years ago, billions of cubic feet of natural gas became locked in the formation, which, although tantalizingly rich, was believed impossible to exploit. After decades of experimentation petroleum engineers proved that assumption wrong. The shale could be punctured with wells and cracked open by injecting water, sand, and chemicals into the cracks. Called fracking, the process holds the shale open long enough for recoverable amounts of gas (or oil) to escape.

As of 2021, New York State refused to allow the practice, but Pennsylvania has gone all in. For the upper Susquehanna Basin this has meant an invasion of drilling rigs and fracking trucks. Thousands of rigs and wells are currently operating. The beneficiaries call it progress, as the beneficiaries always do. But again, what of the natural environment? Outside of the Wyoming Valley, the Susquehanna Basin never endured mining on such a massive scale.

Nor does it end with fracking. Pennsylvania bluestone, another prized commodity, is everywhere mined, as well. No less visibly, hundreds of quarries have been opened and the slag pushed down the hillsides. Fortunately, it is a temperate, humid environment, and vegetation begins creeping back. Eventually, led by grasses and weeds, a thin layer of topsoil begins supporting trees. Within a century, and hopefully sooner, old quarries and drilling pads should fade from view.

However, it honestly is no panacea; the damage beneath will remain. Recall the Knox Mine Disaster of 1959. Everything downstream was contaminated. Acid mine drainage, as the condition is known, was the effect of those 10 billion gallons of water mixing with raw seams of coal. Compromised waterways are forever a problem wherever there are abandoned mines.

Wind turbines are another questionable development, such as those expected to tower above the hillsides east of Binghamton. Normally, zoning restrictions would have prevented wind farms in any pastoral landscape. Now, politicians and industry plead for allowing turbines, arguing the calamitous effects of climate change.

In reality, wind farms will no more reverse climate change than dams proved the answer to flood control. Certainly, dams would not have saved the Susquehanna Basin from Hurricane Agnes in 1972. Agnes slammed into the region in June. As proposed, the dams would already have been filled with spring runoff, again, to provide “low-flow augmentation” in the summer months. No way could they have prevented the flooding when, in fact, it actually occurred.

Old-school environmentalism taught humility. No technology is ever foolproof; rather, humans need to respect natural limits. In March 1979, the Susquehanna River dramatically restaged that advice, when, at Three-Mile Island, Pennsylvania, the core of the island’s nuclear power plant was seriously compromised. The containment dome secured the accident, but not before some radiation had escaped. Immediately upstream, government officials seriously considered evacuating Harrisburg. Further consider that Washington, DC, the nation’s capital, was itself only 75 miles away.

Three-Mile Island was just the latest example to confirm that even promising technologies have consequences. The same applies to climate change. How is a wind turbine built? Where does a solar panel come from? None of it is benign. Much as some in my generation regret pushing for dams, what consequences, fifty years from now, will your descendants wish they had avoided?

Before business modeling infiltrated the environmental movement, environmentalists themselves respected the need for caution. The popular term was technology assessment and its philosopher king the ecologist Aldo Leopold. “Examine each question in terms of what is ethically and esthetically right,” he wrote, “as well as what is economically expedient. A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”

From Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac, these words were indeed the foundation of American environmentalism. The Rivers of America Series similarly took us back to the basics, reminding us, if we wish for a livable world, that exchanging beauty for ugliness is never salvation. Certainly, Carl Carmer intuitively echoed Leopold. Before every river in the country could be treated properly, beauty was the operable word.

Whatever possessed us to think we could hope to save the American Earth by removing beauty from the equation? Fortunately, my friends and I were heard, and our shining river for the moment spared. Now what? There the pain from the past persists. Never again will the Susquehanna be more beautiful than it was. My privilege, and Carl Carmer’s, was to have known the last days of that river. What river is coming next? That question, and the unwritten chapter of every landscape, is entirely up to you.
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Great Waters and Barbarous Countries
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In the hot summer of 1608 a small short-masted open barge “of neare three tuns burthen,” flat-bottomed and cabinless, bobbed on the choppy upper reaches of a long bay which neighboring Indians called “Chesapeake” meaning “Great Water.” Their square sail, riddled by the sudden squalls that plague these wide shallows, was a many-colored motley created by patches torn from the shirts of her crew. A few of the thirteen men aboard tugged at the oars to quicken progress as she slid awkwardly toward an open space where water entered the dune-lined coast.

Nine of the thirteen had been crowded together on this little vessel nearly every day of more than two months. On June second under command of Captain John Smith the expedition had embarked, seven “Gentlemen” and seven soldiers from the London Company’s settlement, Jamestown, on the northward voyage. For seven weeks they had explored the inlets of the river-laced countryside bordering the bay. On July twenty-first they had interrupted their voyaging by a three-day interim at Jamestown to secure proper treatment for a wrist wound of the Captain—the poisonous stab of a stingray which had tried to retaliate in kind when playfully nailed to the shallow bottom with a sword. On the twenty-fourth they had set out again, leaving five of their former crew behind and adding four. The newcomers, being but recently arrived at the settlement, now lay with an equal number of their comrades weak and helpless amidships, suffering from ship fever, a form of typhus which afflicted almost all of the settlers.

The stocky, bearded twenty-eight-year-old leader and his nine crew-men of most experience had endured together a difficult seasoning. “When we first set sayle,” Smith later wrote, referring to himself, as was his habit, in the third person, “some of our Gallants doubted nothing but that our Captaine would make too much hast home,” and he gave his opinions of those who so misjudged him with “nor had we a Mariner nor any had skill to trim the sayles but two saylers and my selfe, the rest being Gentlemen, or them were ignorant in such toyle and labour.”

A number of the crew had considerable reason for feeling distrust of their leader, for they had sailed with him the year before in the little three-ship fleet of the London Company sent out to settle the vast lands of South Virginia. When they made landfall on Nevis among the Summer Islands, these men heard the charges that Captain Smith intended to usurp the government, murder all opponents, and make himself king. They could remember the new-built gallows standing in pitiless sunlit clarity against the palm trees’ green and the sky’s blue, though as matters turned out and were by the intended victim ironically reported, he “could not be persuaded to use them.” The veterans had also watched the swaggerer brought ashore in irons at Jamestown and had witnessed in the first months of the colony’s existence the bickering (“gar boyle” Captain Wingfield, first president of the governing council, had called it) which had produced among other unpleasant results Captain Smith’s second sentence to execution, this time for having, through foolhardy actions against hostile Indians, caused the death of two of his men. Only the arrival, at sunset on the eve of his hanging, of a vessel bringing new authorities from England had saved his life.

Smith’s unpopularity among the expedition’s leaders on the ocean voyage had stemmed from his assumption of authority over them which he demanded as one who had weathered greater trials than lay in their experience. As Captain of artillery in the Hungarian Army, he had rescued the occupants of the besieged town of Olumpagh by sending an escape plan which he signaled them with lights flashed at night from a nearby mountain. He had invented “fiery Dragons,” incendiary bombs which streaked the sky with flame as they dropped into Stowlle-Wesenburg and contributed mightily to the capture of that city. As champion for a besieging army, he had met in public combat and beheaded three Turkish warriors in the Province of Transylvania, a feat which won him from the English College of Heralds a coat of arms depicting the three turbaned heads he had cut off, a motto “Vincere est Vivere” (to conquer is to live) and a crest (obviously intended as a whimsical comment on his lucky career)—an ostrich holding in its beak a horseshoe.

John Smith was the not infrequent type of raconteur whose virtuosity breeds suspicion of false report and whose hearers are sometimes amazed to find hard facts underlying elaborate veils of verbiage. He craved adventure and he had a passion for words. On the discovery barge on the Chesapeake he had a sure feeling that these moments were history and that he was not only their protagonist but their worthy recorder. In the months since he had been engaged on the Virginia colony project, his mind had bestirred itself over questionings and musings that he would eventually publish:


What so truly suits with honor and honesty as the discovering things unknown? erecting towns, peopling countries, informing the ignorant, reforming things unjust, teaching virtue…



Whatever the magic that had kept him alive—destiny, or his admixture of strength, courage and cunning—he still had good reason for confidence in it. The two escapes fro’m execution by his fellow colonists had been part of his constantly fortunate pattern. So had more recent incidents. Captured by Indians, he had saved his life by showing them the wonders of his ivory compass and lecturing them on “how the Sunne did chase the night around the world.” When he was later brought before the great chief Powhatan, as many as could lay hands on him had forced his head down upon two great stones and were “ready with their clubs to beate out his braines.” At that moment, according to Smith’s account, twelve-year-old Pocahontas, “the King’s dearest daughter, when no entreaty could prevail, got his head in her armes and laid her own upon his to save him death.” (The truth of this story has often been attacked, but scholars with knowledge of Indian customs and of the subsequent relationship of the Captain and his alleged rescuer make a logical defense of it.) Poisoned by the stingray’s barb, his arm had swelled so dangerously that he had ordered his crew to say his funeral service and dig his grave, but a soothing oil had given such miraculous relief that he had been able to eat his assailant for supper. Returning to Jamestown where high officials had previously regarded him as worthy of hanging, he had found himself the chosen President of the Governing Council and had been able to turn that post over to a friend in order that he might continue his discoveries.

Soon after the barge had set out the crew had found an “abundance of fish, lying so thick with their heads above the water.” They drove their craft among them, and later reported: “We attempted to catch them with a frying pan: but we found it a bad instrument to catch fish with.” Since the men judged the Indians along the shores simple and credulous, the exploring party delighted in telling them fantastic lies, and they also amused themselves during sunny pleasant weather by naming bays, points and hills for each other. At one group of islands, however, they “discovered the winds and waters so much increased with thunder, lightning and raine” that their mast and sail blew overboard, and the waves breaking over the small barge kept them bailing frantically. For two days they “were inforced to inhabit these uninhabited Isles,” then in humorous spite christened them Limbo. Their bread “spoyled with wet so much that it was rotten,” but they were yet so in the mood for practical joking that when they sailed back down the bay for three days’ respite at Jamestown they trimmed the barge with painted streamers and other devices that would make her look like a hostile Spanish frigate and mightily frightened their friends on shore.

Now that the explorers were looking upon the funnel-like approach to the river’s mouth—two receding lines of low sand dunes decorated at irregular intervals by the vertical grotesques of wind-bent cedars—the crew felt again the deep urges that had kept them persistently at their task of “passing along the coast, searching every inlet and Bay fit for harbours and habitations.” Of the quality of the soil they had no doubts—“heaven and earth never agreed better to frame a place for man’s habitation: were it fully manned and inhabited by industrious people.”

Moreover this river whose upstream shores, coastal Indians said, were fortified by a powerful tribe called the Susquehannodks might lead them at some long-sought triumphant moment through a curving gap in the blue mountains edging the horizon to the South Sea. Before they found the short way to the riches of the East, however, they might come upon nearer treasures. Smith had already grown bitter over the ignorance and wishful thinking that had led the colonists to mistaking iron pyrites—fool’s gold—for gold itself and to loading a shipment of it for transmission to the London Company. Though refiners with their glittering promises had already so hoodwinked the colonists that at Jamestown during a few gold-mad weeks there had been “no talke, no hope, no worke, but dig gold, wash gold, refine gold, loade gold,” the hardheaded captain “was not inamoured with their durty skill and never any thing did more torment him than to see all necessary  business neglected to fraught such a drunken ship with so much guilded durt.” The men of the Chesapeake expedition and their leader were aware, however, that the new world was capable of producing greater wonders than they had seen, and their hopeful hearts still skipped a beat whenever sunlight struck a yellow gleam from the river sands.

When the barge had come to the end of the bay where it was six or seven miles in breadth, Smith had seen that it divided itself into four branches. Of these the best seemed to come “northwest from among the mountains,” and he therefore chose to ascend it. The little vessel stirred quiet ripples on the smooth surface as it slid against the current from the sand-lined mouth. She passed midstream a narrow wooded island and moved on between tree-covered banks a scant two miles to a spot where jagged brown boulders scattered over the river bed, made a bristling, irregular barrier beyond which they could not go. This they promptly designated “Smith’s Fales,” and into the foam-whitened water that beat upon the dark rocks they heaved their anchor while their eyes searched for a channel. There was none. The rushing water, they knew, had passed villages that were distant no more than two days’ journey, and they scanned the green and tangled shore carefully. Below the line of stones the river of the mighty Susquehannocks was a lonely stream. When they tried to pull in their anchor, its flukes were so firmly locked among the boulders on the bottom that they could not raise it. Abandoning it, they drifted on the swift current toward the tossing bay. On another river they might find gold. Another valley might wind between the mountains toward the warm salt waves that pound the China coast. To them the short journey to “Smith’s Fales” had been a minor disappointment in a series of major frustrations. The river had allowed them less ingress than others they had explored.

Soon after their barge had entered the Chesapeake, more than a half-dozen war canoes darted toward it. At once the practiced eyes of the Captain recognized the paddlers as Massawomecs—the dreaded federation the French called Iroquois who were reported by nearby Indians to live far to the north. Since they seemed bent on attack, Smith had the eight sick hidden under a tarpaulin. Their hats he ordered put upon sticks by the barge’s side, “And betwixt two hats a man with two peeces, to make us seem many.” At once the canoes veered away and their occupants paddled frantically to the shore with Smith sailing boldly in their wake. After the barge had been anchored, the crew lured two timorous savages near enough for each to accept the gift of a bell, and the clappers had no sooner begun a clanging duet than envious visitors overwhelmed the white men with presents of “venison, beares flesh, fish, bowes, arrowes, clubs, targets and beare-skinnes.” The members of the war party said they had already engaged their enemies, the Tockwoghs, on the shores of this very river “the which they confirmed by shewing their greene wounds,” and as darkness came these friendly strangers left to make camp ashore with assurances that they would return to the barge in the morning. When daylight came they had disappeared.

As the barge moved up the Tockwogh River, it was suddenly surrounded by the canoes of the Tockwoghs. At once, with their customary humor and cunning, the white men showed the weapons given them by the Massawomecs and boasted that they had won them in fierce conflict. The Tockwoghs rejoiced at this and conducted Smith and his band to their “pallizadoed towne, mantled with the barkes of trees.” They were welcomed by all inhabitants with fruits and furs, dances and songs “stretching their best abilities to express their loves.”

Here for the first time the explorers heard of a river and a people that might fulfill the fantastic expectations that had been theirs when they had set out:


Many hatchets, knives, pieces of iron and brasse, we saw amongst them which they reported to have from the Susquehanocks, a mightie people and mortall enemies with the Massawomeks. The Susquehanocks inhabit upon the chiefe Spring of these four branches of the Bayes head, two days higher than our barge could passe for rocks, yet we prevailed with the Interpreter to take with him another Interpreter to persuade the Susquehanocks to come visit us for their languages are different. Three or foure days we expected their returne, then sixty of these gyant-like people came downe, with presents of Venison, Tobacco-pipes three foot in length, Baskets, Targets, Bowes and Arrowes. Five of their chiefe Werowances came boldly aboard us to cross the Bay for Tockwogh, leaving their men and Canowes; the wind being so high they durst not passe.



Once more the imaginations of the white men, dormant through the dull preceding weeks, waked to anticipation of wonders. If human beings of such great size existed, other miracles might also be true—the vessels of gold, the short passage to the South Sea and Cathay.

“Such great and well proportioned men are seldom seene,” Captain Smith wrote exultantly in his report, “for they seemed like Giants to the English.… Those are the strangest people of all those Countries … for their language it may well beseeme their proportions, sounding from them, as a voice in a vault.”

The five chiefs who made the voyage across the bay were costumed as befitted their station. Some had:


Cassacks made of Beares heads and skinnes, that a mans head goes through the skinnes neck, and the eares of the Beare fastened to his shoulders, the nose and teeth hanging downe his breast.… One had the head of a Wolfe hanging in a chaine for a Jewell, his Tobacco pipe three quarters of a yard long, prettily carved with a Bird, a Deere, or some such devise at the great end, sufficient to beat out ones braines.



The likeness of the largest of these big men Smith thought worth immortalizing with a drawing on his map of Virginia. It shows a magnificent Indian, well proportioned in all respects despite his incredible size. The calf of his leg, Smith wrote, “was three quarters of a yard about and all the rest of his limbes so answerable to that proportion that he seemed the goodliest man we ever beheld.” His hair on one side of his head was long and on the other shorn close to form a ridge over his crown like a cock’s comb. His wolfskin quiver was filled with long arrows tipped with white crystallike heart-shaped stones.

After disembarking on the Tockwogh side of the bay, Captain Smith, possibly to obtain a favorable attitude from both God and his new acquaintances, ordered his men to their daily prayers. The kneeling Christians intoned a psalm, “at which solemnity the poor Salvages much wondered.” As soon as the prayers were over, the Susquehannocks held serious conference with each other, obviously to determine, now that it was their turn, what sort of ceremony they might perform in reply. Having decided:


“… they began in a most passionate manner to holdup their hand to the Sunne, with a most fearefull song, then imbracing our Captaine, they began to adore him in like manner: though he rebuked them, yet they proceeded till their song was finished: which done with a most strange furious action, and a hellish voyce, began an Oration of their loves; that ended, with a great painted Beares skin they covered him: then one ready with a great chayne of white Beads, weighing at least six or seaven pound hung it about his necke, the others had 18 mantels made of divers sorts of skinnes sewed together; all these with many toyes they layd at his feet, stroking their ceremonious hands about his necke for his Creation to be their Governour and Protector, promising their aydes, victualls or what they had to be his, if he would stay with them to defend and revenge them of the Massawomecks. But we left them at Tockwogh, sorrowing for our departure yet we promised the next yeare again to visit them.



The white men knew the futility of their promise. Death was too close in this land for escape. A few days later Anas Todkill had the good sense to drop to the ground as a volley of arrows sang toward him. His friends thought him dead, but in a moment he rose and fought his way through his Indian assailants back to the barge, his face and clothes red with their blood. The explorers were not so lucky the next day when they came upon islands at a wide reach in the Rappahannock River. At this place “it pleased God to take one of our Company called Mr. Featherstone, that all the time he had beene in this country, had behaved himselfe honestly, valiantly and in dustriously.” After they had buried him at this place they fired a volley above his grave and they named the waters there Featherstone’s Bay. Of the living discoverers of the Susquehanna there were now only twelve. Besides Captain Smith, Anas Todkill, and the unfortunate Mr. Featherstone, the men who had gone to the rocky barrier and back and had talked to the Susquehannocks about their river were Nathaniel Powell, Thomas Monford, Michell Sicklemore, James Bourne, Anthony Bagnall (Doctor), Jonas Profit, Edward Pising, Richard Keale, James Watkins, William Ward. John Smith grew philosophic as the barge sailed toward Jamestown:


Thus have I walkt a wayless way, with uncouth pace

Which yet no Christian man did ever trace

But yet I know this not affects the mind

Which eares doth heare as that which eyes doe find.



Historically, the finding of the Susquehanna had had a curious significance which its discoverers would never sus pect. In the six years from 1602 to 1608 the wayward and unpredictable Captain John Smith had linked in his own experience popular attitudes of four centuries. He who had in Hungary been a romantic champion in an environment of jousting tourneys, “Courts of Love” and flowering knighthood, had become in the late Elizabethan period the complete Elizabethan—poet, philosopher, man of action. Moreover, as Elsie Murray, perceptive Pennsylvania historian, has pointed out, Smith’s account of the giant Susquehannocks whom he had met at the mouth of their river, had at least partially engendered the next century’s delight in the idea of the “natural man” and the “Noble Savage.” Smith’s General Historie of Virginia, says Miss Murray, was a source book of inestimable riches to eighteenth century idealists. “The golden-agers, the back-to-naturists, and fanatics of equality—the Rousseaus, Swifts, Defoes, Montesquieus of many generations must have dug pertinent facts from its pages. Even Milton’s “Lady of the Masque” may derive, paradoxically, from the Indian princess, ‘Powhatan’s dearest daughter’ whom ‘darkest night could not affright, nor coming through the irksome wood.’ ”

In the flow of a river’s story the mid-current incident, white man’s discovery, had occurred. Ethnologists and archaeologists would find proof that men had lived beside this stream through more centuries before the event than after it. Geologists would surmise when the water began its flow. On scholars these activities would exert their magic. But to numberless people who trust for their knowledge of the past only written records of human experience, the narratives of Captain John Smith were the beginning of a river’s history.
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Carantouan
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The currents that travel unrecognized channels from ancient generations to our own can be felt more strongly, I have come to believe, on the high mesa of Carantouan than elsewhere in America. Stand on a summer noon at the edge of its ten acres of thorn trees, scrub oak and pine and look down on the plain more than two hundred feet below, then up into the bowl of green hills at the center of which it is a lonely monument, and even though skeptic by nature you will begin to sense the deep past breathing here.

Carantouan is an American “Hill of Dreams” inducing a mystic mood as surely as ever fallen Roman walls black against an English upland sunset. “Spanish Hill” is the people’s name for it and has been since before the Due de la Rochefoucauld-Liancourt on a visit in 1795 came upon the joining of the Chemung River and the North Branch of the Susquehanna and in the triangle four or five miles to the north saw a mountain “in the shape of a sugar-loaf, upon which are seen the remains of some entrenchments.” These, he wrote in his journal, the inhabitants call the “Spanish Ramparts.”

There was a time when because of the surprising regularity of its contours the people living near it believed that all of Spanish Hill had been built by human hands. Now it is agreed that this was impossible, and geologists explain that it is a glacial drift mound, a “moraine of retrocession” so anchored by inner rock as to have withstood the erosion of the waters which poured about it while the ice sheet melted away. But it was inevitable that a natural phenomenon so striking as this isolated Pennsylvania tabletop should create among people living in its dark shadow a murky lore in whose depths history and legend are often indistinguishable. The swarthy gold-hunting Spaniard is a favorite folk fancy of Americans, but even the exacting scholar can find among old documents and relics bearing somehow on this place enough evidence of his past presence to initiate speculative revery.

In 1841 the American historian T. R. Brodhead found at The Hague a Dutch map made about 1614 and showing in the vicinity of Carantouan names of Spanish character, “Gachos” and “Capitanesses.” And in the earth of this region men have found a medal whose Roman lettering indicates it was struck in 1558 to celebrate the accession to the throne of Germany and Hungary of Ferdinand, grandson of the Ferdinand and Isabella who aided Columbus. A crucifix, a sword, a casque, a black and waterlogged boat, each has its antiquarian champions who claim a Spanish origin for it.

Though oral tradition adds to the unreal quality which no doubt encourages the indefinable trancelike moments brought about by presence on Carantouan, what people have said about it must be given measured weight. Folk tales growing from the surmises of the irresponsible or the too imaginative have linked Carantouan with people of nations other than Spain. One of the tellers of these apocrypha, by the sort of clairvoyance the strange hill seems to inspire, believed the whole plateau had been piled up by prehistoric Mound Builders. Another suggested the ramparts lining the edges had been raised by French explorers. A third saw the fortifications as built for defenses against the Iroquois by the Susquehannocks under the direction of three soldiers from a Swedish settlement on the banks of the Delaware.

A mountain so mystic to the eye could not fail to fill settlers of the plain with a growing wonder of what lay inside.  Tales of a cave and of buried treasure grew as naturally. The nineteenth century American poet and essayist, Nathaniel Parker Willis, after a visit to Carantouan, intimated that the manitou who haunted the summit was guarding a treasure with his thunder and added:


An old lady who lives in the neighborhood (famous for killing two tories with a stone in her stocking) declares that the dread of this mountain is universal among the tribes, and that nothing would induce a red man to go on it and it is a modern fact that a man hired to plough the hillside suddenly left his employer and purchased a large farm, by nobody knows what windfall of fortune.



And some fanciful and unreliable folk used to say that Mormon Prophet Joseph Smith in his early days searched the windy summit of Carantouan for buried gold on a moony midnight, seerstone in hand, eager disciples behind him.

Nevertheless folksay of the past is overwhelmingly in support of the theory of early Spanish occupation. In 1786, Alpheus Harris, one of a party of surveyors hired to define the New York-Pennsylvania boundary, helped build a crude observatory on the heights and there, with his comrades, taking observations from the star-crowded sky, made calculations. Twenty-four years later the spell of Carantouan was still so strong upon him that he bought four hundred acres at the foot of the mountain where, beneath its steep eastern wall, he made his home. His Indian neighbors often sat before his fire and talked of the wild plain above them. They called it “Espana” or “Hispan,” and they said that an awesome spirit who lived there had once come upon a chief who had dared to climb the side, seized him by the hair and spirited him away forever. They said this spirit spoke with the voice of thunder and destroyed Indians by making holes through their bodies.

This, Alpheus Harris told a friend, might have some relation to the fact that Spanish buccaneers, driven from Florida in the late sixteenth century, had heard from the Indians near Chesapeake Bay of stream beds aglitter with shining metals and had journeyed up the Susquehanna in search of them. Above its confluence with the Chemung they had been attacked by a hostile tribe and had retreated to this impregnable hill and had constructed about its top the mile-long embankment where a trench gave all of the defenders the welcome protection of four to five feet of earth. Beset on all sides of their stronghold, the brave pirates had repelled many a charge, their guns speaking with the voice of thunder and making holes through the Indians. At length, still holding their fort, they had died of thirst and starvation.

This tale, at once accepted as gospel by many of the citizens of the vicinity, was soon romantically altered by a local author who stated that there had been among the Spaniards a beautiful girl who had offered herself as a bride to a stalwart Indian chieftain in return for sparing the lives of her companions. The folk then welcomed as authentic history their neighbor’s conclusion that the girl’s suggestion had been heartily approved and the couple had been happy ever after on the shores of a western river to which the fortunate husband had guided the whole party.

What truths we know of Carantouan are as appealing as the fictions built from community fancies. Eight years after the sixty tall Susquehannocks who had visited the thirteen Virginians of Captain John Smith’s Chesapeake Bay expedition had returned to their upriver towns, another party of thirteen led by a white explorer appeared with two captives outside Carantouan, then a big Susquehannock town. Part of this at least was inclosed in a palisaded rectangle running north and south on a terrace below the heights. The strangers were joyously welcomed within the twelve-foot-high gate and there they told their story. They said that Sieur Samuel de Champlain, founder of Quebec and explorer of much of the north country, was planning with his Indian friends, the Hurons, to attack an Iroquois town south of Lake Ontario. His small force would need assistance, and he had sent them as messengers to Carantouan to ask for five hundred warriors who had previously been promised to him. Reluctantly Champlain had granted his best interpreter, young bold Etienne Brulé, the command of his embassy to the Susquehannocks “since he was drawn thereto of his own inclination, and by this means would see their country and observe the tribes that inhabit it.”

Whatever the route taken by rough, tough Brulé and his Hurons to Carantouan, no one knows it now. When he finally returned three years later to the command he had left, he reported his adventures and Champlain recorded some of the things he said:


“… they had to pass by the country and lands of their enemies: and to avoid evil designs they made their way through woods, forests and brush, heavy and difficult, marshy bogs and deserts very frightful and unfrequented…. And in spite of this great care Brulé and his savage companions, while crossing a plain, could not avoid encountering some hostile savages returning to their village: who were surprised and defeated by said party, some being killed on the field, and two taken prisoners whom Brulé and his companions took with them to Carantouan.



Champlain, to prepare Brulé for his job as interpreter, had sent him to live for considerable periods among the Hurons. There he had learned not only language but customs and had heard much of the Susquehannocks. He was therefore not surprised that his party was “received by the inhabitants with great affection and all gladness and good cheer, accompanied by dances and feasts, as they were accustomed to feast and honor strangers.” But again and again as the stars came out over Carantouan, pulsing rhythms seized upon the town, deep voices rose as from the legendary caverns far beneath it to beat against the echoing log walls, and the long limbs of the tall people threshed about in wild dances. Under the curved roofpoles of the long lodges there was feasting on game killed down on the plain and dragged up to their cooking fires, much talk and much smoking of tobacco in the long heavy pipes.

At a council meeting Brulé and the twelve Hurons had made their formal petition for military aid, and since it had been promised there could be only one answer. After the decision was official, war cries interrupted the beat of the battle dances. Still the chosen five hundred did not march from the hill-town. Brulé warned them that they would be late for their rendezvous with Champlain and his forces, but they went on dancing. Eventually they moved down the mountain and set out for the neighborhood of the Onondaga fort where they were to meet the French and Hurons. When they arrived they found on the trees messages that said Champlain’s force had given up waiting for them and had left two days before. Philosophically the Susquehannocks went back home, taking with them their new friend, Etienne Brulé.

So it was that a young Frenchman was the first white man whose journeyings over a considerable length of the Susquehanna have been recorded (though three Dutchmen who later made a map of the region had been captured, brought to Carantouan and released a year before). Champlain wrote a brief summary of the explorer’s oral report when, after three years of dangerous adventure, Brulé rejoined him. During his stay at Carantouan, which lasted through the fall and winter and ended in the spring of 1616, he set out with a few of his hosts to observe their river from Carantouan to its mouth. It is probable that he saw it in the spring of his departure since Champlain wrote that “he returned to Carantouan to seek an escort to return to us.”

Brulé’s canoe skimmed still waters beside treeless grassy bottoms, slipped into half-light under boulderstrewn cliffs, traversed meanders so flawlessly curved they seemed drawn by a giant architect’s compass. It passed through the brief shade of Standing Stone, rock pillar pitched by a glacier into the river where its roughly rounded upper end rises twenty-four feet above the surface like the marker of an enormous sundial. Forty miles below Carantouan the rock ledges of the Wyalusing lookout hung close to the blue and white cover of the sky. Two Susquehannock towns lesser than Carantouan lay along the banks and there, the travelers knew, waited the traditional effervescent hospitality of the giant tribe.

The bubbling of little streams swelled the waters. The river at its junction with the Lackawanna turns from its southeast course and rolls southwestin a wide gap which it has broken through the mountain range that once barred its passage. There the paddlers of the fragile craft, dwarfed by immensity, looked up to an ocean of blue hills tossing crooked crests against the sky. Soon they were running dark rapids streaked white by old brown rocks, drifting inches above mosaic bottoms where sunlight struck radiance from pebbles of jasper and chalcedony, rhyolite and serpentine, mica and iron pyrites (with its breathtaking though false promise of gold)—all rolled by the current into chancy kaleidoscopic designs. Augmented by the flood from the stream’s twin, the West Branch, and by tributaries that would some day be called Juniata, Yellow Breeches Creek, and Conestoga, the river grew wider. The woods were dim under the crowding of heavy branches of giant trees—black walnut, white oak, maple, hickory, chestnut, and ash.

The canoe entered a region of alternate dappled shallows and green deeps which were invaded here and there by rocky promontories tall under scrambles of vines and hardy balsam. Brooks chattered down the ravines between them. Bald eagles circled slow above the islands. Farther On, Brulé’s party came upon the jagged line of rocks that had barred the passage of Captain Smith’s barge eight years before. They carried the canoe around “Smitlis Fales” and launched it in swifter water. The hills sloped gently to flat levels. Whippoorwills in the tide-salted marshes called the nights through. Dawn lighted moveless herons like statues carved from blue stone. The banks receded on either side and they heard a sharp slapping against the sides of the canoe as it slid into the choppy glinting bay.

Champlain wrote:


“… he employed himself in exploring the country visiting neighboring nations and lands and in passing the length of a river which discharges on the coast of Florida. The climate is very temperate and there are a great number of animals and game to be hunted. But to travel this country one must have great patience for difficulties are to be met in its wildernesses. And he continued as far as the sea along this river, past islands in it and lands that border it, which are inhabited by several nations and many savage peoples. And after he had traversed the country and discovered what was noticeable he returned to Carantouan.



Return against the current required “great patience” and more time, harder work at the paddles, more carries, but it gave the explorer a second and a longer look at every reach of the river before he passed the junction of the Chemung and saw again—rising from the triangular level between the two rivers—the brook-striped walls of ancient Carantouan and the town on the terrace below its summit. Before long Brulé, with five or six Susquehannock friends, would leave that town to rejoin his commander. Attacked by Iroquois the little party would be separated by flight. Capture awaited the Frenchman and, if his story is to be believed, an intervention by God himself who sent a thunderbolt to tell savage torturers that Etienne Brulé was not to be slain. Two more years among the Indians ended at Three Rivers in Canada in 1618 when he gave Champlain the geographical information which the commander somewhat inaccurately included in his maps.

The curious visitor of today will mark that the retreating glacier which created Carantouan left it in the shape of a comet with tail lying to the north. Its high plateau is lower than its edges, like the bottom of a saucer. After heavy rains have filled it up, the accumulated water overflows and, running down the sides, streaks them until the old hill looks like a scalloped cake tin turned upside down.

Elsie Murray has written, “The summit of Spanish Hill as well as the plain between hill and river is a palimpsest on which many races and cultures have left overlying traces.” There are few evidences now, however, of the fortifications of Mound Builders, Spaniards, Swedes, Iroquois, or whatever. The great trees that once shaded the high plain are gone, too. Over the whole of it leafless and scrubby trunks, rotted stumps and dead weeds, waist-high, sleep in the sun. Breezes down by the rivers, whose placid waters are about to meet, become winds here, and while they blow they stir a constant crackling, the conversation hat sun-dried limbs and stalks keep up with one another. The Scottish poet-ornithologist, Alexander Wilson, traveled the banks of the Susquehanna in 1804 and saw Carantouan much as it is now. In couplets from his verse narrative of his journey, The Foresters, are the lines:


Where, rising lone, old Spanish Hill appears

The post of war in ancient unknown years

Its steep and rounding sides with woods embrowned

Its level top with old entrenchments crowned …

Now overgrown with weeds alone it stands,

And looks abroad o’er open fertile lands.
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Palmer’s Isle
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An island of nearly two hundred acres lies fair in the mouth of the Susquehanna River where hurrying waters swirl into Chesapeake Bay. It is an uninhabited, unobtrusive island, and its importance seems to the modern traveler to lie in its furnishing a base for the sturdy piers of two large steel bridges. Over one speed the trains of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, over the other the crowding motor traffic of a modern four-lane highway, U. S. 40. Since with modern bridgebuilding methods the piers might easily have been based in the bed of the stream itself, most users of either bridge are unaware when they have crossed over that midway they have visited an island.

John Smith and his twelve fellow discoverers passed the island in the summer of 1608 on their short and frustrated discovery voyage up the river to the point where “Smith’s Fales” prohibited passage of their barge. The canoes of Etienne Brulé and his Susquehannock Indian companions raced by it eight years later borne by the swift current into the bay. Both explorers being shrewd men must have realized that it divided the waters of the river’s mouth and therefore dominated whatever commerce might make use of the broad stream as a highway.

The first three decades of the seventeenth century had passed, nevertheless, before two early observers, with curiously notable names, described the island. Then Cyprian Thorowgood, on a trading expedition to the Susquehannocks, stopped at Palmer’s Isle, as it had been called since 1622 when included in a grant of lands to a member of the Virginia Company, one Edward Palmer. In his “relation of a voyage made by Mr. Cyprian Thorowgood to the head of the baye” the trader described the island as “some two miles about whereof the Southeast end is very good land, and at the Northwest end is a very high rocke. Towards the water is very steepe but on the other side it ascends by degrees.” Fourteen years later Beauchamp Plantaganet in A Description of the Province of New Albion increased the general knowledge of Palmer’s Isle by stating that it was “half meade, halfe wood” and added:


On it is a rock forty foot high, like a Tower, fit to be built on for a trading house for all the Indians of the Chisapeak Gulf. The island lieth a mile from each shore in the Susquehanock’s river mouth, and there four Sakers [an old type of short cannon] will command the river.



Edward Palmer, first owner of the isle, was a man of “plenteous estate” and of scholarly tastes. Since records of Oxford list him as a student at Magdalen College in 1572, he had passed middle age by 1622 when Palmer’s Isle became his property. Its commercial advantages were so obvious that efforts to establish a trading center there were inevitable. But Edward Palmer, distinguished as a “curious and diligent antiquary,” a collector of ancient coins and other rarities, rejoiced in his island investment not so much for its promise of profits in beaverskins as for its presenting a picturesque area for the campus of the first university in the Northern Hemisphere. A contemporary of the scholarly proprietor said that he spent thousands of pounds in the preparation of his educational project. We know that he also gave it much serious thought, and one of the requirements of his surprisingly modern curriculum was that students of the river-surrounded college should have the opportunity of taking courses in painting both with oils and water colors. When Edward Palmer, loyal alumnus, died three years after he acquired his island, his hopes for the establishment of Palmer’s Isle as a seat of learning were so high that in his will he left his acres of mead and woods (providing that he and his brother had no sons) to Oxford University for the carrying out of his plans.

His desire to have painting taught has led some to believe that the elderly scholar had seen the beauty of the Susquehanna landscape and wished it to be recorded. This and the fact that when in 1627 his river property was appropriated as a trading post eager merchants found a number of learned books, pathetic evidences of his noble intentions, have led toward the conclusion that Palmer lived on the island himself for a while, supervising the landscaping of the institution he had contemplated. Despite his death and the dissolution of the London Company of Virginia, the island was to keep his name until his story had been almost forgotten many years later. His was the first of the series of high-minded and philanthropic daydreams which the Susquehanna has inspired, visions of a sort which both for their happy inceptions and their mournful deaths have long been associated with the stream. Though Palmer’s Isle is now known as Garret’s Island, having been renamed for a railroad president whose administration of the Baltimore and Ohio during Civil War days was once admired, and though the name of Edward Palmer is unremembered save by a few historians and educators, it was his ambitious and scholarly mind which first conceived a great university on the eastern coast of North America.

The friends of Captain John Smith were for the most part men of action like himself. He wrote a letter about his Virginia adventures to the English sea captain Henry Hudson, and just a year after Jamestown’s discovery barge returned to her home port from her thwarted sail up the shallow Susquehanna, Hudson was sailing the deep river that bears his name.

William Claiborne, eight years younger than Smith, was another of the captain’s favorites. On his New England voyage Smith even named a group of islands off Boston “Claiborne Isles.” The younger man heard his friend’s glowing accounts of the Chesapeake and its environs with such enthusiasm that in 1621 at the age of thirty-four he came to Jamestown as Royal Surveyor. He soon abandoned his duties with level and chain, however, to sail the long barge and “there to trade and truck with the Indians.” As agent of a rich London merchant, William Cloberry, he made his headquarters on Kent Island on the eastern shore of the bay in what is now Maryland and began to trade with the Susquehannocks at the island in the mouth of their river soon after the death of Edward Palmer. Apparently the will of that learned gentleman with regard to the disposition of his precious isle had been received with indifference by both his kinsfolk and the university to which he had left a legacy of land and responsibility.

Claiborne went into the business of trade with the Indians with initiative, foresight, and dispatch. Having obtained a trading license from the colony, he made sure of his rights by obtaining another in 1631 from King Charles I. He sent employees, one a Negro, to live with the Susquehannocks to learn their language, tastes, and customs. He made it possible at the mouth of their own river for the big people to exchange their animal pelts for the blue beads, cloth, knives, axes, pipes, fishhooks, jew’sharps, bells, mirrors, which they prized, or for strings of their own shell currency of peak and roanoke, currency which John Smith said brought about “as much dissention among the Salvages as gold and silver among the Christians.” The rich purple conch shells of peak were reckoned at about ten shillings an arm’s length, while the same measure of roanoke’s white cockles brought one or two shillings. Before his death these Indian monies must have delighted the heart of numismatist Edward Palmer. It may have amused this connoisseur of coinage also that the traded beaver pelts, which at their highest price on his island gave the Susquehannocks one arm’s length of peak per pound, in turn became a kind of currency among the whites and many debts, fines, and salaries were paid in them.

As more and more heavy-laden canoes arrived from up the Susquehanna, knowledge of the giants of the mountain widened. They had begun to trade also with the Swedes along the Delaware, and Thomas Holn, describing them in the late 1630’s wrote:


They live on a high mountain, very steep and difficult to climb; there they have a fort or square building surrounded with palisades in which they reside.… They are strong and vigorous, both young and old; they are a tall people, and not frightful appearance.



If there were further doubt of John Smith’s seemingly fantastic report on them, it was dispelled some years later by George Alsop, a Maryland servingman who wrote down with more than a little skill the things he had seen. He reported the Susquehannocks:


The most Noble and Heroick Nation of Indians … cast into the mould of a most large and Warlike deportment … their voice large and hollow, as ascending out of a Cave, their gate and behaviour strait, stately and mejectick, treading on the Earth with as much pride, contempt and disdain as can be imagined from a creature derived from the same mould and Earth.



When these impressive humans, great hunters as well as fighters, drew up their canoes on the shores of Palmer’s Isle and offered heavy loads of peltry, Claiborne and his men sometimes found they had not enough trade materials to pay for them. His business continued generally profitable, however, and he was happy in it until an ominous incident occurred.

Sailing from his “intolerable plantation in Newfoundland,” George Calvert, first Lord Baltimore, sought along the east coast warmer and more fertile lands. The Virginia Colony gave him reserved welcome, and he died before the property he chose could be made his by royal grant. This real estate, now Maryland, was given to George’s son, Cecil Calvert, by Charles I through a charter dated June 20, 1632. It included Palmer’s Isle and the trade headquarters on Kent Island—though His Majesty had in the preceding year allowed Claiborne his trading license covering the whole of Chesapeake Bay, and that merchant had established himself on Kent Island.

An expedition of the second Lord Baltimore had been settled at St. Mary’s. Father White, Jesuit leader of its Catholic members, recommended that a trading post be set up at the mouth of the Susquehanna and urged Cyprian Thorowgood, who acted for the Jesuit priests of the colony in their profitmaking ventures, to journey there and begin trade.

Thorowgood set out for the head of the bay in his small pinnace manned by seven men, and when he arrived at Palmer’s Island found a group of Claiborne’s men already conducting their established business with a number of the Susquehannock Indians, “A very valorous and stout people.” To the Virginians the Marylanders were invaders of their licensed rights. To the Marylanders this island was theirs, and the Virginians were pirates stealing profits where they had no rights. The two parties of white men looked across the piles of beaver pelts and hated each other. Thorowgood said later that the Virginians tried to enrage the Susquehannocks to the point of attacking the Marylanders and, having failed to do so, sailed away leaving him and his men to successful trading. Though the encounter was bloodless it led to a small, undeclared but savage war between the traders of the two colonies. Palmer’s Isle, no longer a prospective campus half mead half woods, where scholars might wander in sun and shade and art students set up their easels, had become a prize worth fighting for. Human lives had no stated trade value, but they would be spent for coveted beaverskins.

Claiborne moved swiftly in the next few months. He had the qualities of magnetic and forceful leadership and he exerted them to the utmost to assure control of his trading stations. Palmer’s Isle was a much more dangerous place than his Kent plantation, but courageous Englishmen willingly risked their lives there among the powerful and not always predictable Susquehannocks out of love for their chief. One of his admiring collaborators, George Scovell, said that if he and his companions had received what their services were worth it would have cost Claiborne “att least one thousand pounds sterling more than itt did.” The Indians, frequently realizing that they were being bilked, revenged themselves by fits of outraged violence that often resulted in the deaths of traders. Nevertheless, they regarded Claiborne so highly that Thomas Hailes, eyewitness and trade participant, concluded that they loved him more than any other Englishman and that “noe English that traded with the Indians … gott soe much Beaver, with soe little Truche and soe little supplies.”

Claiborne had sent his brother-in-law, John Butler, and his most valued aid, Captain Thomas Smith, to the island at the mouth of the Susquehanna with four or five men and the materials he thought necessary to the establishment of a fortified post—a chamber (small cannon), ten guns, a barrel of shot, a gourd of powder, bullet molds and swords, pigs, cattle, garden and kitchen utensils, even “a pair of hinges & a latch and a house lock & a key” for the yet unbuilt cabin where they would live.

So it was that when Sergeant Robert Vaughan arrived in the summer of 1635 on a trading expedition similar to Cyprian Thorowgood’s of the previous year, he was stunned with surprise when he and his men suddenly found themselves captives under armed guard and their “trucking commodities” confiscated. The Virginians took the Maryland traders to Kent Island and there released them, but the Maryland Assembly met in high dudgeon “censuring Smith for Pyracie.”

Captain Smith and his crew protested equal surprise and more outrage when immediately thereafter Claiborne’s new pinnace, the Long Tayle, while on a trading expedition was seized by the Marylanders who set her crew ashore to walk to St. Mary’s. Smith and his interpreter, Henry Eubank, they allowed the dignity of passage on the Long Tayle. Arrived at St. Mary’s, they were informed that the pinnace had been confiscated and, crowning humiliation, the Maryland governor forced them to seek transport all of the “twenty leagers” back to Kent Island in the canoes of Indians, because, he said, “hee was sorrie hee had noe boate to send us home in, although having at that tyme three boates riding at his dore.”

This almost comic bickering continued and eventually served to emphasize the tragedy that was rapidly developing. Supporters of Lord Calvert spread talk that Claiborne had told the Indians that the Marylanders were Spaniards, bent on the destruction of all Indian tribes, and Claiborne further incensed these gossips and gave credence to the rumor by shouting that “if my Lord’s plantation should surprize or take any of his boates, he would be revenged though he joined the Indians in a canoe.” The Marylanders were now convinced that Claiborne and his men were stirring up the Susquehannocks against them (as probably they were) through association with them at Palmer’s Island. The Maryland Council was informed that the traders at this post might even furnish the Indians with guns. The bitterness between the two colonies suddenly flared into violence and bloodshed when Claiborne sent Lieutenant Radcliffe Warren and thirteen men in the shallop Cockatrice against two Maryland trading pinnaces in the Pocamoke River. Warren, two of his men, and one of their enemies were killed in this small naval engagement.

Though Claiborne had been obliged by his London employers to return there for conference in May, 1637, he sought to emphasize the logic of his position as proprietor of Palmer’s Isle by consent of its original possessors by inviting the King of the Susquehannocks, his counselors and great men to meet at the post shortly after his departure to give formal approval of his ownership. The giant chieftains came swiftly down their river on the swollen waters of spring. They stepped from their canoes in the full regalia of tribal ritual. Their faces streaked with red and green and white and black, their arms and breasts vivid with painted pictures of bear, wolf and deer, and only partially hidden by their elaborate fur mantles, their breechclouts covering them, as George Alsop delicately put it, “where shame leads them by a natural instinct to be reservedly modest,” they solemnly and pridefully strode to their places beside the council fire. There in an elaborate and dignified ceremony the Indian king presented to Captain Thomas Smith, as representative of Captain William Claiborne, the whole of Palmer’s Island, and, to brighten the chain of friendship between the Virginians and his subjects, he ordered a number of the latter to cut down the trees about them and to clear some of the ground in order that its owners might have a corn crop that year. In return for this handsome gift so eloquently and practically presented, Captain Smith assured the Susquehannock ruler that he and his absent employer would make the island safe from all enemies of the Susquehannocks and their friends the Virginians.

A traitor now entered the drama of Palmer’s Isle and brought it swiftly to its denouement. Cloberry and Company had sent George Evelin from London to take Claiborne’s place as their representative. The new agent had seemed at first as opposed to the Maryland claims as his predecessor. Apparently well acquainted with the Calvert family, he had intimated that the grandfather of Governor Leonard Calvert had been a simple farm peasant and said the “Governor of Maryland is such a Fellowe nowe, and that he was a very Dunce & blockhead when hee went to schoole.” Not long thereafter, perhaps irked by Captain Thomas Smith’s suspicions of his good faith, Evelin betrayed Claiborne by admitting he was an agent of the very governor he had attacked and by urging Calvert to seize by force the islands the Virginian claimed.

Leonard Calvert took George Evelin’s advice and gave Sergeant Vaughan opportunity for a terrible revenge in return for his previous humiliation. A swift and secret raid captured all of Kent Island and brought Vaughan to the door of Smith’s home there on Beaver Neck where he took the captain into custody. The governor who had himself sailed on the raid, flying the black-and-gold flag of Lord Baltimore on his pinnace, was delighted. Vaughan’s taking of Palmer’s Isle with the aid of two cannon was an easy matter. The post surrendered without offering opposition. At once the triumphant governor appeared in his pinnace ordering the destruction of all buildings and fortifications and the removal into Mary land of all men, cattle, and hogs, “together with all the goods & household stuffe.”

On the afternoon of the fourteenth of March in 1638, Thomas Smith went on trial for his life before the Maryland Assembly. Sergeant Robert Vaughan and other Marylanders with whom he had fought for Claiborne’s rights had sat on the grand jury that had indicted him for the crime of “Pyracie.” Sergeant Robert Vaughan sat on the trial jury that found him guilty. Smith was allowed no attorney, no opportunity to challenge the jurisdiction of the court nor the fitness of the jurors. His sentence that he be hanged by the neck till dead and that all his lands, goods and chattels except his wife’s dower “be forfeited to the Lord Proprietor” was confirmed by oral vote. He was executed immediately.

Palmer’s Isle was to receive still another visit from Robert Vaughan. Apparently he had not completed the governor’s previous orders in entirety, for Leonard Calvert sent him once more to the outpost to bring back five servants and certain goods and chattels belonging to Claiborne. The governor also ordered the building of a Iiew defense appropriately named Fort Conquest so that Maryland might have absolute control of the mouth of the Susquehanna.

As the beaver trade gradually failed, the importance of the little island lessened, and it was no longer a priceless jewel on the lip of the river. Years later it was known as Watson’s Island for a short period—then Garret’s.
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