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To the Honorable the Senate and House of Representatives in
General Court assembled :

The memorial of Isaiah Rogers, of Marshfield, respectfully
sheweth, that in the year 1842 the petitions of a committee, of
the town of Pembroke; of John B. Barstow and others; a
committee of the town of Hanover; of Bourne Thomas and
others; a committee of the town of Marshfield : of the select-
men of the town of East Bridgewater, for an act authorizing
the improvement of the navigation of the North River; and
the remonstrance of Charles W. Macomber and 140 others,
legal voters of the town of Marshfield, against the petitions of
Marshfield, Pembroke, and other towns, for opening a sea
channel for the North River, were presented to the General
Court and referred to the joint committee on mercantile affairs
and insurance;—for the particulars of their report, and all
subsequent action on the subject during that year, your memo-
rialist refers to the House document, No. 6, (1843.) Con-
cerning the action on the subject, during the Legislative session
of 1843, your memorialist has not now at hand the means of
accurate information, but on his belief the final disposition of
the subject was by its reference to the present General Court.
In consequence whereof, an undertaking of obvious advantage
to a large majority of the inhabitants of the towns situated on
this river, is still delayed, and the obstructions to the naviga-
tion of this river still continue, to the detriment of many
branches of industry, which in farmer years have been success-
fully carried on in this district.

The object of your memorialist, in thus coming singly be-
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fore the Legislature, is the desire to present some information
in relation to the feasibility and advantages of the proposed
improvement, which he has had opportunities to collect, and
which he was fearful might not otherwise come under your
consideration.

All of which your memorialist begs leave to offer, in the
hope of doing something to convince your honorable bodies,
that the advantage of a large majority of those at all interested,
requires the speedy granting the necessary authority, on re-
solve, whereby the prosecution of the undertaking may be
promoted, disconnected, as far as constitutionally maybe, from
hindering conditions.

The two principle streams which unite and form this river
are the Barker River, which has its source in the Mattakeesett
Ponds in Pembroke, and the Indian Head River, which takes
its rise in Abington. The latter is the larger stream. These
streams, although they have been dignified with the names of
rivers, might more properly be called brooks, in consideration
of their size. Both of them, in their descent from their sources
to the valley of the river, afford a number of somewhat eligible
water-power privileges, most of which are now improved.
About two miles below their junction, (which may be termed
the head of the North River proper,) is the “ North River
bridge,” which being a stone bridge without a draw, is the
head of the navigation of the river, although their is an infe-
rior channel and a perceptible tide somewhat higher up. Be-
low this bridge, the river continues of remarkable depth for
one of its width, (until obstructed by the shoals near its mouth)
a distance of 18 or 20 miles. Many ships of from three to four
hundred tons burthen, have been built at the ship yard a few
rods below the bridge and floated down the river without diffi-
culty, while the average width of the river, for seven miles
below, does not exceed seven rods.

There are two other bridges across the river—Union bridge,
about eight miles from the mouth, and Little’s bridge, about
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five miles from it. Both these are draw bridges, erected by-
corporations and supported by lolls. The course of the river
is very irregular through an extended intervale, which pro-
duces large quantities of grass of an inferior quality, of which,
nevertheless, a considerable use is made by the farmers in the
vicinity. The salt marshes now extend up the river a distance
of four or five miles, and are considered somewhat more valu-
able than the fresh marshes above. The salt marshes formerly
extended several miles higher up, but owing to the obstructions
at the month of the river, which prevents the salt water flow-
ing up, the marshes consequently have become fresh instead
of salt.

The meadows above Little’s bridge are of various widths,
in few places exceeding a mile; but below, there is a wide ex-
panse of marsh, anciently called the “New Harbor marshes.”
The scenery there is on a sublime scale, when viewed from
Colrnan’s hills or Fourth Cliff. The broad marshes are sur-
rounded by a distant theatre of hills, and the river expands
and embraces many islands in its bosom. Here it approaches
the sea in an easterly direction, as if to burst through the
beach, but immediately turns almost at right angles towards
the south and runs parallel with the sea shore for nearly three
miles before it finds its outlet, leaving a beach next the sea of
20 rods width, composed chiefly of round and smooth pebbles,
excepting only the fourth Cliff, a half mile in length, which
comprises many acres of excellent arable land. Nearly a mile
above the river’s mouth is White’s ferry, where there are two
wharves and a small village on the Marshfield side. Here
vessels have been built, and many that have been built above
here have received their rigging. The river’s width may be
estimated as follows, in ordinary high tides : at Union bridge,
7 rods; at King’s landing, 8 rods; at Little’s bridge, 9 rods; it
expands below to half a mile in width, where it is now called
“Fourth Cliff bay,” and formerly “New Harbor.” Here the
channel divides and unites again a mile below. A half mile
above its mouth it is 14 rods in width. The channel at the
mouth often shifts its place owing to the nature of the sandy
bottom and the violence of the stream and tides, it seldom
affords more than nine feet of water, even when there is but
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one channel; but it often happens that there are two channels
when the water is something less.

Of Obstructions to Navigation , Sfc.
Although there have always been obstructions to the naviga-

tion of this river, caused by shoals and the bar at the mouth,
yet in former years these obstructions were not so considerable,
as in any great degree to impede the passage even of the largest
vessels which have from time to time been built on the river.

About 30 years since it was first observed that the mouth of
the river was gradually working to the southward, and that
the obstructions to its navigation were yearly becoming more
formidable. In a few years they so increased that vessels of
such class as formerly passed with ease were with difficulty
got over the bar. These obstructions continued to increase to
the present day, where it is now with difficulty that a vessel of
30 tons can pass out.

Sensible of these evils, in the year 1828 the citizens of the
contiguous districts petitioned Congress, who ordered a survey
of the premises, which was made by Lieut. Col. Anderson, who
reported it advisable to open a ship canal from the river into
Scituate harbor, and prepared an estimate of the expense. By
the subsequent Congress an appropriation was made for this
object, hut the petitions having been (by mistake) unfortunate-
ly referred to the wrong committee, there does not appear to
have been any farther action upon it.

After this the subject slumbered with little agitation for some
years, although in the mean time the minds of observers be-
came more fully convinced, that it was more practicable to
open a new mouth between the third and fourth cliff direct to
sea than in the Scituate harbor, as had been proposed.

In the year 1841 the subject was again revived, but it having
become a general opinion that there would be a greater chance
of success with the General Government, if liberty was first
obtained of the State Government, to alter the channel of the
river; or that after such permission, the undertaking might
possibly be performed by some other means, in case «f failing
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to obtain the desired aid from General Government, the State
Legislature was accordingly petitioned in manner shown by the
House document before referred to, and their decision has
since been awaited with great anxiety.

Deane, in his History of Scituate, speaking of this river,
says :

“ Many of the whale ships which have been employed for
the last half century or more, by the people of New Bedford
and Nantucket, have been built here. They generally rate
from 300 to 350 tons.

“ The largest that we have known, was a merchantman built
by Mr. William Delano, A. D. ISI2, of near 500 tons. An
average of the amount in twenty years may be as follows :
twelve vessels built per annum, rating from 70 to 350 tons; the
average cost of carrying them out of the river, may be estima-
ted at one dollar per ton.

“ The timber is gradually diminishing in the vicinity, and
yet has not become so scarce but that ship building might still
be a flourishing business were the obstructions of the river re-
moved.

“We are told, from good authority, that near a century ago
it was a general remark that the building material's were so far
exhausted that the business must soon fail.

“ The late aged and respectable Mr. Elisha Foster used to
say, that about 1760 his friends earnestly dissuaded him from
his design to become a shipwright, for the reasons above. But
never, we believe, was the business conducted more success-
fully than by him until 1800 and later, and by his sons
since.

“ The North River was celebrated for its ship-building, in
the early annals of the colonies, and held its ascendancy until
late years. It had been famous for the education of ship-
wrights, who have emigrated and established their business
along the whole coast, from New York to the farthest boundary
of Maine. Scarce a ship-yard or a navy-yard can be visited

Ship building.
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in this whole range of coast without meeting many workmen
who themselves, or their fathers, were educated on the North
River.”

Thus it seems that ship-building has been successfully car-
ried on on this river in years past, and that it was evident to
the viewing committee of the Legislature, that this business
might still be advantageously continued, but for the obstruc-
tions in the river.

The scarcity of material, it may be seen by reference to the
above quotation from Deane’s History of Scituatc, is no new
argument against the continued prosperity of this trade; but
was begun to be urged at least a century ago; and although it
may be brought forward now with more apparent propriety
than at that time, yet even at this time it must not be denied
that there are still in this vicinity large quantities of suitable
material ; —and it is an incontcstible fact, (hat (he sole and
avowed motive of the town of East Bridgewater, in petitioning
the Legislature in favor of the improvement, was the hope that
there might once more be restored to them the ancient market
for their lumber, which still continues to be a staple commodity
of export from that and the neighboring towns. When, there-
fore, we take into consideration the amount of material for
ship-building still available in this vicinity, and the ease which
such material might be obtained from other parts, were the
navigation of the river unobstructed, the facilities here appear
equal to almost any other situation for the continued prosecu-
tion of this business.

Another source of employment a part of the season, for a
large number of the inhabitants of the several towns bordering
on this river, would be materially increased by rendering great-
er facilities for fishing in the bay and river, by a more ready
communication to the sea, saving a distance of several miles
and the great labor and time in drawing their boats and carry-
ing their fishing apparatus across the beach, —besides there is
every reason to believe that a great increase of the fishing in
the river would take place from what now exists, there evi-
dently having been a great falling off of the elwives and shad
fishing from former years, when the mouth of the river was
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unobstructed, depriving the inhabitants, in a great measure, of
that kind of fish. In years past the aid of the Legislature has
been solicited, and it has passed laws to protect the shad and
elwives in the North River, all of which was very well; but
protection is of little use if the river is so obstructed at its
mouth as to prevent the fish coming into the river in any quan-
tities, which now is the case. If it is of sufficient importance
to legislate to preserve and protect fish in a river, it would
seem to be equally so to facilitate their getting into it.

There are other interests, growing up in this vicinity that
would reap great advantages from a convenient water commu-
nication with the metropolis of the State. The agriculture of
this district is fast improving, and the productiveness of the
soil is increasing under the improved modes of tillage, which
the light of science and a spirit of improvement have consti-
tuted to introduce; so that we are enabled to raise a surplus of
many articles of agricultural produce. Yet we are obliged, in
a great measure, to forego the advantage of a ready sale on
account of the expensive transportation to the great market of
the State; while these products are more conveniently ob-
tained there from remote parts of this and other states. Such
are the facilities of transportation, which private enterprise and
public munificence have extended in other directions.

Besides the above mentioned interests, there are some kinds
of manufactures here carried on which might be far more suc-
cessfully prosecuted, could they avail themselves of the advan-
tages, which the improved navigation of this river would
afford.

Within a few miles distance of the tide waters of the river,
are several extensive iron manufactories. Yet within a few
years, since the increased difficulty of entering the river, they
have been obliged to transport most of their material and man-
ufactured articles by laud conveyance, and the expense and
inconvenience of this, is such, that they can with difficulty
compete with those, who are in the enjoyment of greater
facilities.

Thus it may be seen, that the obstruction to the navigation
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of this river, by increasing the difficulty of communication
between this district and the great business mart of the State,
is fast operating to destroy many branches of industry, which
have been the means of wealth and support to many in this
vicinity; while the same cause is simultaneously operating to
enhance the prices of many of the necessaries of life.

Objections to the Improvement.

The particular object of Mr. Brown’s survey, (independently
of obtaining his opinion as to the general practicability of the
improvement,) was to refute or confirm the following objection.
It was imagined by some, that the South River marsh was a
number of feet lower than the North River at the proposed cut,
and that South River when flowed high enough to run out the
proposed month, would inundate its banks some three or four
feet, and render the present marshes flats of no value.

By reference to the report of Mr. Brown it will be perceived,
that these apprehensions are entirely groundless, in as much as
the South River marshes are, on an average rather higher than
lower, than those on the North River.

This fact entirely breaks the force of another objection men-
tioned by the viewing committee, as having been urged before
them: viz. the insufficiency of South River to keep open a
mouth for itself, inasmuch as it amounts to a demonstration of
the capability of South River to discharge its waters by the
proposed mouth.

(A tolerable correct idea of the premises may be obtained, by
inspection of Ford’s map of Marshfield.)

It is worthy of remark, that the only remonstrance ever pre-
sented to the Legislature, against the prayers of the petitioners,
came from the one hundred and forty voters of the town of
Marshfield, and that ail the influence of these remonstrants,
was not sufficient even to prevent that town from petitioning
the Legislature in its corporate capacity, for the authority nec-
essary for the undertaking.

The chief objection which is understood to be the ground of
this remonstrance, may be stated as follows. It is imagined,
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that opening a new mouth at the place proposed, would leave
some lands on the North River, near the proposed mouth too
much exposed to the violence of the sea.

Although this objection may not admit of so explicit a math-
ematical refutation, as the last recited; yet it is believed, that
the more the subject is examined and comparison made be-
tween this and other similar situations, the fewer will be the
apprehensions of injury from this cause. Although this remon-
strance was subscribed by one hundred and forty citizens of
Marshfield, yet it must not be supposed, that all these were
owners of land presumed liable to damage in case of the pro-
posed improvement. The probability is, that a majority of the
signers subscribed from sympathy with those apprehensive of
danger to their property, and that the number of those perso-
nally apprehensive for their own estate was comparatively
small.

In comparing the real evils actually suffered by the inhabi-
tants of this district, in consequence of the obstructed naviga-
tion of this river, with the apprehended evils of a comparatively
few individuals, in event of the accomplishment of the im-
provement, it may not be improper, here to make a few
remarks.

The evils suffered at present are actual and grievous, while
those apprehended by the remonstrants are in the highest de-
gree contingent and improbable.

With all due deference to the opinions of the remonstrants,
it must be said, that gentlemen of great practical experience in
such operations, have examined the premises and given it as
their opinion that the fears of the remonstrants are such as can-
not be reasonably entertained; and have been so successful in
demonstrating their own convictions, that many extensive pro-
prietors of lands in situations equally exposed with those of the
remonstrants, are now among the most strenuous advocates of
the improvement.

In truth, although the evils apprehended are worthy of all
consideration, as matters of individual right and concern, yet
when we dispassionately consider their great improbability of

9
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occurrence, and in their event, their general insignificance, in
comparison with the evils suffered by the neglect, and the ad-
vantages apparently eminent from the undertaking, we cannot
but think that an enlightened policy is capable of devising some
means, whereby such objections may be reconciled with a
widely extended interest.
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In case the desired authority should be granted by the State
Government, it is presumed the first effort of those interested,
would be to petition the General Government to execute the
work at the expense of the United States. And, indeed, the
apparent advantages of this enterprise are such as evidently
render it one that may most properly become an item of na-
tional expense. In event of its successful termination, which
(on account of the multiplicity and respectability of the opin-
ions that have been expressed in its favor,) can now scarcely
he said to be problematical, it would not only re-open a port,
that would contribute as it once did largely to the commercial
prosperity and activity of this vicinity; but one that from its
greatly increased facilities of entrance, might surpass the im-
portance of this river in its most prosperous days. In fact,
there can be no doubt that the spacious estuary called by Deane
the “New Harbor” or “Fourth Cliff Bay,” would with such
an entrance as may be reasonably expected from the proposed
undertaking, form a harbor of no inferior convenience and ca-
pacity, and indeed vastly superior to Scituate harbor, or any
other in the immediate vicinity.
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