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CHAPTER XV
The Bay Path Myth

people of the wilds. To understand primitive folk one must

have lived in the open, preferably at an age prior to that when
opinions have been influenced by extraneous reading. One expects to
rely on opinions expressed in weighty tomes and especially do young
people accept the statements of their elders. This writer speaks feel-
ingly and in great humiliation, for in his younger days, with youthful
enthusiasm, he brought together all available printed matter relating
to Indian trails, and produced a map showing ‘‘Indian Trails About
Springfield”’ that resembled a spider’s web. Not until he later acquired
first-hand information on the subject, did he realize how erroneous
was the foundation on which he had built. Since then he has had an
acute understanding of the importance of positive evidence, either
physical or documentary.

Probably Josiah G. Holland, author of the History of Western
Massachusetts (1855), is more than any one else responsible for the
survival of the Bay Path myth, and its consequent intrusion into all
local histories of that section. He was a journalist and novelist;
author of the novel Bay Path, who dispensed his so-called history
in a popular form which gave it wide cireulation and long life, but his
tales were based on relations of the ‘“oldest inhabitant’’ rather than
on documentary evidence, and do not agree with recorded facts.

At a later period Holland was seconded by other unqualified
writers at whose hands a little learning became a particularly vicious
thing. Facts were distorted to support prejudiced theories and to
bring fame to the ‘‘old home town’’, but the findings do not conform
to the unabridged recorded facts. Unfortunately, however, their con-
clusions are considered authoritative by the unknowing and will prob-
ably so continue. Competent scholars have also been misled, which
has added to'the confusion.

The theories developed by these writers, are based on the wholly
incorrect assumption that in prehistoric days the various sections of
the country were connected by deep-rutted foot paths, called Indian
trails and that these trails were adopted by the settlers, eventually
becoming roads suitable for wheeled vehicles. Actually, the Indians
were not dependent on any definite route for their travels, the country

NO ARM-CHAIR student can accurately visualize the ways of the
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being so open that they could readily make their way from landmark
to landmark. Because it was of utmost importance that their bow
strings be kept dry, they avoided the swimming of rivers, but forded
them wherever there was shallow water below a fall. Hence, there
came to be certain points where their ways converged, and such meet-
ing places are pictured by romanticists as the locale of native coun-
cil fires and similar balderdash. One such crossing was at Sconunga-
nuck, now Chicopee Falls. Another was below the rapids of the
Connecticut where Willimansett now is. The convenience of such ford-
ways was so apparent to the KEnglish that their roads were laid out
to take advantage of them. Only to that extent did the settlers take
over from the Indians.

The spit of land that became the site of Springfield had nothing
of value or interest to the natives and there was most certainly no
reason why they should provide a trail to it.

The word “‘trail’’ is not found in seventeenth century New Eng-
land records, but the worth ‘‘path’’ appears frequently. At Spring-
field was the Bay Path from Springfield to Boston; the Pequot Path
to New London; the Mohegan Path to Norwich; and the New Eng-
land Path from Albany to Springfield. All of these were developed
by the 'English and each was a bridle path suitable for the traveler
on horseback, as well as for transporting baggage and freight by
pack horse. Such a path was developed in 1658 for the sole purpose
of transporting graphite by pack horse from the Winthrop mine at
Sturbridge to the waterside at Windsor.

Charles Knowles Bolton, in Terra Nova (1933, page 144), said
that *“ America was a spider’s web of Indian trails. The footway was
not much over twelve inches wide and worn to a depth of five or ten
inches’’. Bolton cited as his authority, Development of Early Emi-
grant Trails (1933), by Marcus W. Lewis, who said that ‘“for genera-
tions untold before the settlements at Plymouth and Boston, the
Indians followed certain trails which were later adopted by the white
men for their early roads. Many predecessors of Massasoit and King
Philip had led their tribes along these trails on warlike expeditions or
on annual trips to lakes and ocean to secure their supplies of fish and
game, and consequently such paths, worn by the feet of countless
braves and their Indian ponies, were well defined, often being
depressed a foot or two below the adjoining ground. Many may be
followed today, sometimes in comfort by autemobile, but more often
with jolting and shaking over country roads”’.

It should be noted that though Bolton limited the depth of the
trails to “‘five or ten inches”’, his authority is more generous, allowing
““a foot or two”’.

Though Lewis makes no reference to his source and uses no quo-
tation marks, his was a verbatim extract from The Turnpikes of New
England (1919, page 24). Mr. Lewis also cited Archer B. Hulbert,
who, on pages 15-17 of The Paths of Inland Commerce (1920), said
that ‘‘upon the valleys of the Connecticut and Hudson Rivers, con-
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