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• The Neponset River is an under-appreciated asset that few associate 

with Mattapan. 

• When the river’s story is told, Mattapan is effectively erased (ironic, 

because all the territory between Stoughton and Long Wharf was once 

known as “Mattapan”).  When its story is told, it goes like this:   

 “The human history of the Neponset River 

begins in 1619 when Native Americans 

traveled down the Neponset River to 

Thompson's Island, where they traded 

furs with English settlers.”  

 In other words, it elides and forgets 5K years of habitation along 

the Neponset River before. 
• So, the Mattapan Arts Council has effectively adopted the Neponset 

River—reclaiming it as an area sacred to Massachusett, marking it as 

cultural asset, for contemplation, reflection, and creative expression.  

• And, like the Neponset River Arts Festival we sponsored in June, the 

Neponset River Artists Competition hopes to call attention to its 

beauty, its history, and the critical relationship between the river’s 

health and that of our community.    

•  Why “Upstream/Downstream?”  To mark the convergence of the 

Neponset’s freshwater flows into the salt waters of the Harbor. 
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“The Neponset River Estuary is the convergence of not only two ecosystems 

but two cultures. The Estuary is where the freshwater river meets the salt 

water, where the tidal river meets freshwater. The Estuary was also the 

meeting place of the Massachusett1 Indians and the Europeans, particularly 

the English. This meeting of native Americans and self-proclaimed saints at the 

mouth of the Neponset River had a profound affect on the Massachusett. Only 

the name survives today as both the colony and then the state took the 

appellation of the confederation.” 

  
“…a history of the vanished Massachusett has been passed down to 

Americans today” as written, however, by Puritan missionaries and their 

contemporaries over the course of decades.  

 

“The human history of the Neponset River begins with the Massachusett, or 

Massachusauk as it was pronounced.  One suggestion for the origin of the 

term Massachusett is that it means "place of the hills" referring to the Blue 

Hills below where the Neponset flows.” 

 

“The Massachusett were members of the Algonkian family and was a 

confederation of fourteen tribes that stretched from Boston Harbor to 

Springfield”…. the Agawam (Springfield ), Nahant, Nashoba, Nashua, Neponsett, 

Norwattuck, Pocumtuk, Ponkapoag, Quabaug, Saugus, Shawmut, Wachsett, 

Wesaguesett and Winnisemit.  Their neighbors were the Pennacook to the 

north, the Nipmuck to the west, and the other coastal confederation, the 

Wampanoag to the south.  

 

The confederation boundary lands, as well as tribal lines, were marked by 

topographical features such as a swamp, stream or river, hill, ridge or some 

other physical landscape limit.” 

 

“…The Massachusett[sic] did not own the land, but what was on it or what it 

produced. The Neponsett owned the shellfish beds, beaver, and trout from 

the marsh and river; the planting fields from the hillsides and the deer from 

the forests. Names attached to a territory often meant their use or the 

                                                             
1      "The spellings 'Massachuset' or 'Massachusett' for the people and language and 'Massachusetts' 
for the region were more or less standard by the eighteenth century, although early English sources are 
full of alternate spellings such as 'Masichewsetta,' 'Masstachusit,' 'Masathulets,' 'Masatusets,' 
'Massachussett,' etc.”  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massachusett 
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landscape feature. The very name of the tribe was the river from which it 

derived its health and well being.” 

 

“…the Massachusett often allied themselves with the Wampanoag to fight 

off the powerful…” 

 

“The Massachusett were a settled, intelligent agricultural people. The domain 

of the Neponset tribe included village, planting fields, fishing areas, distant 

hunting grounds, a sacred burial place and a fort for defense.  

 

The Neponset Estuary was the perfect location for the eponymous tribe. It 

was within easy reach of both fresh drinking water and salt water for fishing, 

and the soil was a well drained alluvial river plain which could be worked 

easily with clamshell and stone implements. The salt marshes provided food 

and reeds for mats. The steep hillsides of Quincy and Milton were perfect 

planting fields: they were free from unexpected frosts with full sunlight and 

good drainage.  

 

The Neponset was also their highway, the principle means of transportation 

through their territory and to inland hunting and trapping grounds.” 

 

“The Native Americans who lived in several dozen villages around 

Massachusetts Bay were called the Massachusetts. They were in a tripartite 

alliance with two other confederations: the Wampanoags, a confederation of 

a dozen or so settlements to the south, and the Nausets with about thirty 

settlements on Cape Cod. All of these people spoke variants of Massachusett, 

a member of the Algonquian language family, the biggest in eastern North 

America at the time.  

 

Source: 1491. New Revelations of the Americas before Columbus by Charles C. 

Mann. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005” 

 

http://www.dorchesteratheneum.org/page.php?id=679 

 
“…the original name of the Great Blue Hill, a sacred area to the 

Massachusett people situated on the borders of Canton and Milton, 

Massachusetts that overlooks Boston and its harbor…” aka Mattapan. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massachusett 

 

 

http://www.dorchesteratheneum.org/page.php?id=679
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massachusett
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“Evidence of habitation along the Neponset River also includes the Middle 

Archaic (ca. 5000 BC) at sites such as Green Hill near the Blue Hills.[3] 

 

The river's recorded history begins in 1619 when Native Americans traveled 

down the Neponset River to Thompson's Island, where they traded furs with 

English settlers. [4] 

 

The falling waters of the Neponset provided the energy for the country's first 

water-powered grist mill, gunpowder mill, paper mill and the Revere Copper 

Company, among others.[1] 

 

The upper stretch of the Neponset River, in Foxborough, Walpole and 

Norwood, is steeply sloped, dropping about 228 feet (69 m) over its first 12 

miles, (19 km) and so the earliest years of the Industrial Revolution brought 

the Neponset to prominence. In 1635, Israel Stoughton built the first dam on 

the Neponset (only the second dam in the entire New World) for his grist mill. 

It was the first of three mills for flour, gunpowder and paper making. In 1640, 

shipbuilding began at Gulliver's Creek Wharf, and in 1673 John Trescott built a 

lumber mill on the river.[citation needed] 

 

In 1765, a chocolate mill was established by Dr. James Baker and Irish 

immigrant John Hannon (later known as Walter Baker & Company producing 

Baker's Chocolate) in the Lower Mills section of Dorchester, and in 1770 

Daniel Vose's Wholesale Shipping Warehouses at the second Milton Town 

Landing at Lower Mills were at the peak of their operation. Ship building and 

commercial shipping were the major river industries at the estuary. In 1773, 

George Clark built a paper mill on remnants of Trescott's Lumber Mill, which 

became the Tileston and Hollingsworth Paper Mill in 1836. In 1826, the river 

became the terminus of the Granite Railway, the first commercial railway in 

the United States. This river was central to the establishment of the town of 

Walpole.[citation needed] It is recorded that in the 1970s the Hines family 

lived on the river at 116 River St , naturalist by manner.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neponset_River 

 

“the Watershed contains a relatively large swathe of undeveloped land that 

runs through Canton, Hyde Park and Milton, and along the Neponset River, 

called the Fowl Meadow, which together with the Blue Hills, provides the 

most extensive area of wildlife habitats in Greater Boston.”  sans Mattapan 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neponset_River
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“Our watershed – aka the area of land that drains into the Neponset River – is 

made up of a striking array of landscapes, habitats and species – despite 

10,000 years of human habitation and over 375 years of industrialization.” 

 

Neponset River, One of the First in New England to be Harnessed for Power 

“As a relatively small river located near Boston, it is not surprising that the 

Neponset was one of the first rivers in New England to be harnessed for 

water power. The first dam on the Neponset River, which was probably the 

second or third dam in the new world, was erected in 1634 by Israel 

Stoughton.   

 
Over time, a whole series of dams was built on the Lower Neponset from “Lower 

Falls ” (now Lower Mills) to “ Upper Falls” (now the area near the Tileston & 

Hollingsworth Dam). 

 

“These early dams helped the Neponset River earn a string of industrial 

“firsts,” including the country’s first paper mill, first gun powder mill and 

(most important of all!) first mechanized chocolate production. During its 

heyday, around the time of the American Revolution in the late 1700s, the 

Neponset River was arguably the center of American industrial production, 

…”   

 

“Over time, other larger rivers such as the Merrimack eclipsed the Neponset 

as the major engines of the American Industrial Revolution, but  there are still 

more than 100 dams on the Neponset, …, almost all of them vestiges of the 

water power era.” 

 

“In the 1900s, industry began moving into the fossil fuel era and the river 

became less important as a source of power, though it was still critical to 

industry as a source of water and as a means to dispose of waste products. 

Today, virtually all heavy industry has left the Neponset. 

 

“The restoration of free flowing river conditions and anadromous fish 

runs would approximate the appearance and ecological functions that 

the Neponset River provided to Native Americans and early colonists 

during the pre-industrial period. This would make Lower Mills unique in 

Massachusetts as an area with a rich visual representation of both the 

industrial and pre-industrial periods.” 

https://www.neponset.org/projects/ecological-restoration/fish-

passage/lower-neponset-restoration/historic-resources/ 
 

“ 

https://www.neponset.org/projects/ecological-restoration/fish-passage/lower-neponset-restoration/historic-resources/
https://www.neponset.org/projects/ecological-restoration/fish-passage/lower-neponset-restoration/historic-resources/
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