
! ' T H E A S S A B E T H I V E R ”

R a l p h L . S h e r i d a n

T h e A s s a b e t R i v e r , w i n d i n g i t s w a y t h r o u g h t h e n o r t h c e n ¬

t r a l p a r t o f t h e . t o w n , i s a p r o m i n e n t f e a t u r e o f t h e n a t u r a l

I t e n t e r s M a y n a r d b y R u s s e l l ' s b r i d g e

(formerly "Dr, Wood's bridge")and passes along what may be

te rmed the sma l le r Pompos i t t l cu t H i l l (now Assabet He igh ts ) to

A t t h i s p o i n t t h e w a t e r s h a v e b e e n t u r n e d

i n to an a r t i fi c i a l channe l and conduc ted to t he M i l l Pond ,

w h i c h h e l p s m a k e fi n e v i l l a g e s c e n e r y ,

the dam, pass ing the large Pomposi t t lcut K l l l (now Summer Hi l l )

t h e n c e t h r o u g h t h e c e n t e r o f t h e t o w n a n d e x i t s a t t h e A c t o n

The name Assabet^ is taken from the Indian "Algon-
t h e p l a c e w h e r e m a t e r i a l s f o r m a k i n g

b e a u t y o f t h e t o w n .

t h e " B e n S m i t h D a m " ,

I t c o n t i n u e s o n f r o m

t o w n l i n e .

k i n " l anguage and means

fi s h n e t s g r o w s " . T h e r e v A s c o n s i d e r a b l e q u e s t i o n c o n c e r n i n g

t h e c o r r e c t s p e l l i n g o f t h e n a m e " A s s a b e t " . I t a p p e a r s i n t h e

ear ly records var ious ly as Isabaeth , E lsabeth , Assabaeth , and
o t h e r w i s e . ^ I t is genera l ly be l ieved to have been someth ing

approximately I ts present speDl lng, however, and to have been

g iven the more ang l i c i zed spe l l i ng mere ly because o f the d i f fi¬

culty the early settlers had in understanding the Indians.^
Also, a t t imes i t has been known as E lzabeth, E lzebet , E lz l -

b e t h , E l i s a b e t h a n d E l i z a b e t h . O n a n o l d m a p o f S u d b u r y b y

Mathias Mosman, bearing date of April 1?, 1?95, and made by the
a u t h o r i t y o f t h a t t o w n i n o b e d i e n c e t o a n o r d e r f r o m t h e G e n e r ¬

a l C o u r t o f J u n e 2 6 , 1 7 9 4 , t h e n a m e i s s p e l l e d " E l s a b e t h " ,

anote explanatory of the map is the following statement by the
The rivers are also accurately surveyed and planned;

-"Offl.cial Frogram-Tovm of Worthborough-200th Annl.-1966
- R e c o r d s o f M a s s . B a y, I I I , 2 2 5 .

3-Hudson's -"Annals of Sudbury.Wayland &Maynard,1891"

I n

a u t h o r :
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t h e r i v e r " E l s a b e t h " i s f r o m f o u r t o fi v e r o d s w i d e , b u t t h e r e

i s n o p u b l i c b r i d g e o v e r t h e r i v e r w h e r e i t J o i n s S u d b u r y " . O n

a m a p o f S u d b u r y b y W i l l i a m H . W o o d , p u b l i s h e d i n I 8 3 0 , t h e

B u t , a l t h o u g h t h e r i v e r h a s a t

t imes been cal led by what has sounded l ike an English word i t

i s n o t p r o b a b l e t h a t t h i s w a s i t s o r i g i n a l n a m e ,

t r a r y , t h e e v i d e n c e i s t h a t " E l i z a b e t h " o r " E l z i b e t " a n d s i m i ¬

l a r o n e s a r e c o r r u p t i o n s o f t h e I n d i a n w o r d " A s s a b e t " o r " A s s -

a b a e t h " .

n a m e i s s p e l l e d " E l i z a b e t h " .

O n t h e c o n -

A t a d a t e p r i o r t o t h e u s e o f t h e n a m e " E l z i b e t h " ,

E l z i b e t " , e t c a s b e f o r e g i v e n , t h e t e r m s " A s i b a t h M a n d " I s a -! »

b a e t h K W h e n t h e l a n d s s o u t h o f t h e A s s a b e t R i v e r

w e r e b e i n g l a i d o u t a n d p r o p o r t i o n e d t o t h e s e t t l e r s a b o u t t h e

year 1650, the farm of William Brown is spoken of as being in
n o r t h w e s t a n g l e b e y o n d t h e

Co lony Records , Vo l . I l l , 225 , w i th da te May 22 , I651 , i s the

s t a t e m e n t t h a t " C a p t a i n W i l l a r d a n d L e u t e n a n t G o o d e n o w

p o i n t e d t o l a y o u t t h e t h o u s a n d a c r e s o f l a n d a t

w h i c h J e t h r o t h e I n d i a n m o r t g a g e d t o H e r m a n G a r r e t t .

w e r e u s e d .

t h e f t M A s i b a t h R i v e r " , a n d i n t h e

a r e a p -

I I I s a b a e t h " ,

r i

A n o t h e r m a t t e r o f c o n s i d e r a t i o n i s t h a t t h e t r i b u t a r y

which flows into the Assabet River Just above Russell’s Bridge
n e a r t h e o l d " V J h i t m a n P l a c e I t w a s e a r l y k n o v f n a s A s s a b e t B r o o k .

It has thus been designated by tradition and document, and the

term has come down to the present notwithstanding that the

t e r m s " E l z a b e t h " , e t c . , h a v e b e e n a p p l i e d t o t h e r i v e r . W e

c o n s i d e r i t , t h e n , f a i r l y e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t t h e r i v e r , t h e l o c a l ¬

i ty and a lso the brook were ca l led by the Ind ian

w o r d s " E l s a b e t h " , " E l i z a b e t h " ,

n a m e . T h e

e t c . , m a y h a v e c r e p t i n t o u s e

as corruptions of the original Indian name, and the mapmakers
i fc 2



d o u b t l e s s t o o k t h e n a m e t h a t - w a s p o p u l a r l y u s e d . I t I s p r o b ¬

a b l e t h a t t h e I n d i a n s w o u l d h a v e a n a m e f o r a s t r e a m o f s u c h

s i z e , a n d a l s o t h a t t h e s e t t l e r s w o u l d c a l l i t b y t h e s a m e

n a m e . T h e r i v e r w a s s t a n d a r d i z e d a s “ A s s a b e t " i n I 8 5 O .

T h e r i v e r , w h i c h i s a p p r o x i m a t e l y t h i r t y m i l e s l o n g .

o r i g i n a t e s i n a s w a m p i n t h e t o w n o f W e s t b o r o u g h , a b o u t t h r e e

m i l e s s o u t h o f R o u t e 9 » a n d fl o v i s n o r t h e r l y t o N o r t h b o r o u g h

a n d t h e n n o r t h e a s t e r l y t h r o u g h t h e t o w n s h i p s o f M a r l b o r o u g h ,

B e r l i n , H u d s o n , S t o w , M a y n a r d , t h e s o u t h e r l y c o r n e r o f A c t o n ,

a n d t h e n I n t o C o n c o r d . I n C o n c o r d i t J o i n s w i t h t h e S u d b u r y

R i v e r t o f o r m t h e C o n c o r d R i v e r , x - j h l c h i n t u r n c o n t i n u e s i n a

n o r t h e a s t e r l y d i r e c t i o n t o i t s c o n fl u e n c e w i t h t h e M e r r l r a a c

R i v e r a t L o w e l l , a n d t h e n c e o n t o t h e A t l a n t i c O c e a n a t N e w -

b u r y p o r t . T h e d r a i n a g e a r e a o f t h e A s s a b e t R i v e r i s a p p r o x i ¬

m a t e l y 1 7 7 s q u a r e m i l e s a n d l i e s w i t h i n g t h e l i m i t s o f e i g h ¬

t e e n t o w n s h i p s . I t h a s n u m e r o u s t r i b u t a r i e s . T h e b a s i n h a s

c o n s i d e r a b l e a m o u n t o f i n d u s t r y ,

d e v e l o p m e n t w a s l o c a t e d n e a r t h e r i v e r f o r t h e p u r p o s e o f o b ¬

t a i n i n g w a t e r p o v j e r .

O r i g i n a l l y t h e i n d u s t r i a l

I t s c o m m e r c i a l a n d r e s i d e n t i a l c o u n t e r ¬

p a r t s w e r e l o c a t e d n e a r t h e m i l l s b e c a u s e o f l a c k o f t r a n s p o r -

C o n s e q u e n t l y l a r g e c c r ' m u n l t l e s s u c h a s M a y n t i r d w e r et a t i o n .

d e v e l o p e d w ' h i c h n o w s e r v e a s t h e c e n t r a l h u b f o r t h e s u p p l y o f

g o o d s a n d s e r v i c e s t o t h e e x : - a n d i n f r e s i d e n t i a l a r e a ,

s t r e a m s i n s o s h o r t a l e n g t h h a v e p r o v i d e d t h e p o w e r f o r s o

m a n y d i s s i m i l a r u s e s .

F e w

I n t h e m i d d l e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y t h e

r i v e r i n A s s a b e t V i l l a g e t u r n e d t h e v j h e e l s o f a w o o l e n m i l l ,

n e a r t h e c e n t e r o f t h e v i l l a g e w h e r e s o m e o f t h e fi n e s t w o o l e n

w o o l e n o f A m e r i c a n w e r e m a d e ; J u r t I : c l o w t h e c e n t e r a p a p e r

m i l l w h i c h a t o n e t i m e f u r n l a h e d t h e n - t n . r i a l f o r o n e o f t h e

« -



d a i l y n e w s p a p e r s - o f N e w E n g l a n d ; a n d w h e r e t h e r i v e r l e a v e s t h e

town apowder mi l l , wh ich manufactured powder for mi l i ta ry and

c o m m e r c i a l p u r p o s e s .

T h e b u i l d i n g o f t h e Ben Smith Dam*' by Knight and Maynard

m a d e i t p o s s i b l e t o u s e t h e r i v e r a b o v e t h e d a m a s a r e c r e a t i o n

From May I906 to early 1920*s motor boats carried passen¬
gers on the r i ve r two and f rom Lake Boone» wh ich Pad a lso been

created in the l840*s by the bui ld ing of an earthern dam above

t h e r i v e r a t G l e a s o n d a l e ( S t o w ) .

a r e a .

By most standards the Assabet River is normal ly an Indolent

a n d s o m e t i m e s v e r y s l u g g i s h s t r e a m ; b u t d u r i n g fl o o d t i m e s i t

has rampaged and exhibi ted the fury of many alarger stream

creat ing flood condit ions and causing tremendous damage.


