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o i Alfred R. rm:m,.amo: Photo
~ New Marlborough Preservation Land Trust’s craft sailed down spirits in the first Housatilla Float. For more on the event, see
the Housatonic River last Saturday. The false noses might have pages 9 and 10 of this Courier.
been protection against the rain that failed to dampen boaters’




Housatilla
Was Drenched
With Rain,
Enthusiasm

By BERNARD DREW
Staff Reporter

GREAT BARRINGTON —
There was a steady drizzle. Five
boats didn’t enter the water.
Most of the musical entertain-
ment was scratched.

But Saturday’s Housatilla Float
went off as scheduled. And it was
an invigorating time for well over
100 participants and volunteers
and perhaps twice as many
viewers along the banks of the
Housatonic River.

Forty-five floats in the river:
celebration ranged in theme from
Viking women to hunters in a
floating duck blind, a Keystone
Kop to Do-Si-Do-ers from
Gould Farm. A trio of visiting
Stockbridge Munsee Indians led
the formation, which paddled,
pushed, wedged and prayed its
way from Bridge Street to Eisner
Camp Institute for a warm fire,
awards ceremony and assorted
home-cooked munchies.

Onlookers viewed proceedings
from near Searles Middle School
and from the Barrington Fair-
grounds.

If the river’s condition wasn'’t
apparent to participants ahead of
time, the Housatonic’s low water
— revealing myriad old tires,
grocery carts, concrete blocks and
even a car battery, half buried in
sand just below the reviewing
stand — quickly emphasized the
need for major cleanup.

This week’s Berkshire Courier
on Pages 9 and 10 provides a list
of contributors and volunteers;
float prize winners; a thank you
and review by parade organizer
Rachel Fletcher; and a selection
of photos from the first and —
we trust — far from last river
celebration.

Reporter Bernard Drew was also
a participant in the Housatilla.
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Joy and Sadness on the Housatonic

For many of the intrepid boaters who
braved Saturday’s rain to participate in
the Housatilla Float, it was a journey of
joy, celebrating great progress in cleaning
up the river in recent years and focusing
public attention on the need to continue
the effort to restore one of the area’s
foremost natural resources.

For the Mahican Indians who led the
procession, marking the first time in two
centuries that members of the tribe had
ventured onto the river in canoes, it was a
journey of profound sadness as they
threaded their way among rusty shopping
carts, auto parts, old tires and other
symbols of mankind’s disrespect for na-
ture.

Both feelings were appropriate.

Less than a half-century ago, the
Housatonic was an open sewer, a rep-
ository for the household and industrial
waste of every community along its length.
At the end of each day, residents within
walking distance routinely carried their
garbage to the nearest bridge and
dropped it into the stream.

The river changed color almost daily,
depending on the color of the dyes
dumped into it by the paper and textile
mills on its banks. From time to time,
chemical-poisoned carp and suckers—the
only species of fish that could live in the
stream at all—floated belly up by the
hundreds, stinking in the hot summer sun.
The river in those days was truly a regi-
onal disgrace.

Against that backdrop, the fact that the
Housatonic has been returned to fishable
and boatable condition in recent years is
indeed a cause for joy.

Today, brown and rainbow trout thrive

and grow to awesome sizes in the swifter
sections of the river. In some sections,
even the pollution-intolerant brook trout
can be found. Smallmouth and large-
mouth bass swim in its slower, warmer
stretches, along with pike, perch and
pickerel.

And the river can now be boated and
waded without fear of encountering raw
sewage or caustic chemicals.

Nevertheless, it still reflects the ravages
of more than a century of abuse, a de-
pressing amount of it quite recent.
Shopping carts and auto parts litter its
banks and bottom, along with broken
glass, tin cans and other waste from our
throw-away society. This mindless disre-
spect for the river is what saddens the
returning Mahicans—and should sadden
us as well.

One of the principal reasons for last
Saturday’s Housatilla Float was to call the
public’s attention to that disrespect. And
many of the same people who organized
the Housatilla will be back in the river
from 9 am. to 1 p.m. this Saturday,
tackling the mammoth job of ridding the
stream of some of the tangible evidence of
1t.

Don’t leave it all to them. They need
help. Pull on your boots and spend a
couple of hours undoing the damage that
has deprived you and your family of the
use of a precious natural resource for
altogether too long.

To paraphrase a popular environmental
message:

We didn’t inherit the river from the
Mahicans. We’re borrowing it from our
children and our grandchildren.
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ancestors last sailed the Housatonic River 200 years ago, cut Moede. They came from their Bowler, Wis., home just for this
the ribbon to begin the boat parade last Saturday. In the event and led the parade.
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Many Thanks

To Many People,
Says Housatilla
Co-Organizer

To Participants in the Housatilla Float:

How easily we malign and neglect the Housatonic, yet last
Saturday’s flotilla of nearly 50 amazing and preposterous vessels made
the river irresistible.

When we conceived the flotilla as a way of celebrating the river as
our common link, we never imagined there would be such an outpour
of support from artists, businesses, environmentalists, sportsmen, and
families alike. As our Stockbridge Indian friends reminded us, we
have a long way to go, but we have also come a fair way. Last
Saturday’s flotilla helped turn our sense of the river around,
reminding us of what it once was in our lives and what it can be once
again.

If the weather was poor, spirits were high. If it took a parade to
produce a desperately needed rain, no one seemed to mind.

Many thanks to the 80 volunteers and 70 contributors of materials
and assistance, making it possible for an all-volunteer, free event.

Thanks to everyone who slugged and sloshed it out in the rain,
from ever-optimistic directors of traffic and preparers of food, to
those standing in water and in rain at strategic points along the route,
making sure every boat got into the water, through the course, then
up and over the take-out bank.

To would be spectators who didn’t realize we were parading in the
rain, our sincere regrets, but by Saturday nothing would stop us.
Regrets also to entertainers unable to adapt their program to soggy
conditions. To those who could, thanks for being such good sports.

Thanks to the property owners who generously extended the use of
their banks. Thanks to a first-rate technical crew working tirelessly to
prepare a navigable and viewable course. Thanks to our sponsor, the
Great Barrington Land Conservancy, and to the judges, thanks for
dignifying our event.

And finally, thanks to the boaters for having the vision to image
what a Float could be and the courage and faith to take its maiden

a&aow@ JMCM

The Housatilla Float Committee
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