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Bloody Brook, South Deerfield, Massachusetts (1906)
The brook is narrow. In 1675 there would have been dense woods along a narrow 
path that crossed the brook at this location where the ambush occurred. The nearest 
settlement was some six miles away. A monument erected in 1838 is barely visible to 
the right of the house.
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Editor’s Introduction: Nearly 350 years ago, the English colonies in New 
England were rocked by an uprising of Native American communities known 
as King Philip’s or Metacom’s War (1675-76). The war is named for Metacom, 
the Wampanoag sachem whom the English referred to as King Philip. In terms 
of the proportions of the populations affected, many historians believe that the 
war was the bloodiest conflict in United States history. It had a devasting impact 
on both colonial and Native societies. At the time, the population of colonists 
in New England totaled an estimated 40,000 - 50,000; they were steadily 
and increasingly encroaching on land held by Native peoples. The colonists 
were widely scattered across 110 towns. Over half (sixty-four) of these were in 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony, which then included southwestern Maine and 
southern New Hampshire. Nearly all men of military age (16-60) served in their 
local militia. Many towns had built garrison houses for defense, while others had 
stockades enclosing most of the houses.1

In June 1675, simmering hostilities erupted into open warfare. Early in the 
month, Plymouth authorities sentenced three Wampanoag men to death for an 
alleged murder after a highly questionable trial. Metacom was enraged by their 
hanging. On June 20, Wampanoag forces burned several farms in Swansea. 
Plymouth Colony sought help from the Massachusetts Bay Colony and together 
their militias tried to corner Metacom and his men. He eluded them and fled 
to join his Nipmuc allies in central Massachusetts. War soon crept into the 
Connecticut River Valley. The ambush at Bloody Brook, discussed in this article, 
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occurred during the early months of the war. This deadly conflict raged on for a 
year.

By the spring of 1676, the English had abandoned many towns, including 
Deerfield, Northfield, Brookfield, Lancaster, Groton, Mendon, Wrentham, 
Swansea, Rehoboth, and Dartmouth. Native forces staged raids in numerous 
towns, including some as close to Boston as Braintree. In all, fifty-two English 
towns were attacked, a dozen were destroyed, and more than 2,500 colonists 
died. Estimates suggest that at least twice as many Native Americans were killed 
either as the result of a military engagement, disease and/or starvation. After 
months of Native victories, by May 1676 the tide had turned. Metacom was 
killed in August. The war collapsed in southern New England but continued for 
another year in Maine. 

The ambush of a caravan of ox carts crossing Bloody Brook on their way to 
Hadley was one of the colonists’ early defeats in the Connecticut River Valley. It 
took place near the newly-settled village of Deerfield on September 18, 1675. In 
this intriguing article, historian Peter A. Thomas describes the early phases of the 
war as they unfolded in the Connecticut River Valley in what was essentially the 
western theater of this regional conflict. In 1675, this part of the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony was on the very fringes of colonial settlement. Thomas is less interested 
in the engagement’s military or political significance, as these aspects have been 
addressed in numerous studies.2 Rather, he explores the seemingly contradictory 
interpretations made by past historians regarding a single central detail. He seeks 
to resolve the questions: what type of cargo was the ambushed convoy carrying, 
how much was being transported, and why does this matter? In exploring these 
details, Thomas takes the reader on a fascinating journey ranging from the 
etymology of the word corn to the botany of corn and wheat to the different roles 
that these crops played in Native and colonial societies.

*  *  *  *  *

The opening salvos of King Philip’s War (1675-76) began in June 1675. 
By August, military activities dominated life in the Connecticut River Valley 
from Springfield north to Deerfield and Northfield. Numerous historians 
have written about one of the major engagements between Native and colonial 
forces that occurred on September 18—a successful ambush and slaughter 
of sixty-four eastern militia under the command of Capt. Lathrop and 
seventeen teamsters from Deerfield at a crossing on a small stream, Muddy 
Brook, later rechristened Bloody Brook. This 350-year-old event has been 
well documented with respect to the participants, the event as it unfolded, 
and the final outcome. However, what the convoy was transporting, and 



119

in what quantity, have been inconsistently reported by past historians. And 
there’s the rub.

EARLY DAYS OF THE WAR IN THE CONNECTICUT RIVER 
VALLEY

King Philip's War began in Plymouth Colony in Wampanoag country 
in June 1675, but quickly spread westward. By early August, all towns in 
the Connecticut River Valley feared an attack, and the War Council of 
Connectiut and the Military Council in Boston sent four militia companies 
into the Valley. Indigenous inhabitants and settlers alike braced themselves 
for the violence they expected and feared. The total population of seven small 
English towns spread along sixty-six miles of the mid-Connecticut River 
Valley numbered approximately 350 men, 350 women, and roughly 1,100 
children.3 Their Native American neighbors had consolidated into two fortified 
settlements of some eighty to one-hundred families—the Norwottuck in a 
fortified village located on a high bluff above the Connecticut River between 
Northampton and Hatfield and the Agawam in another fort on Long Hill 
just south of the village of Springfield.4

By August 16, militia companies had taken to the field to scout out the 
enemy, with absolutely no success. The first military engagement in the Valley 
occurred on August 25, 1675. Having arrived in the Valley from Brookfield, 
Captains Thomas Lathrop and Richard Beers set out with their troops 
and men drawn from the militia of Northampton, Hatfield, and Hadley 
to disarm the Norwottuck who were living in a fort between Hatfield and 
Northampton. The occupants had gone. The troops and settlers followed 
in hot pursuit. Although it is reported that Lathrop wished only to parley, 
a volley of musket shot from the woods near Hopewell Swamp ended that 
design. “The fight continued about three hours; we lost six men upon the 
ground, though one was shot in the back by our own men; the seventh died 
of his wounds coming home, and two died the next night.”5

Northfield was next. On September 2, a force of Norwottuck, Squakheag, 
Nipmuc from Quabaug, and two parties of Nashaway (from villages near 
Lancaster) along with a few warriors from the converted “Praying Indian” 
communities of Natick and Marlborough surprised a party of men and boys 
working their plots in the Great Meadow on the floodplain below the town. 
Eight settlers were quickly killed. This was a staggering loss considering the 
fact that only sixteen families were in residence. If it hadn’t been for the 
twenty men sent to strengthen the town only days earlier, the story might have 
been quite different. Survivors barricaded themselves within the palisade and 
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hunkered down to wait for relief while their cattle and grain were destroyed 
and outlying houses burned.6

Downriver, the Northfield attack was not reported, but the incident at 
Deerfield left those in command very anxious. Captain Beers prepared to 
lead a relief party north. On September 3, he left Hadley with thirty-six 
mounted troops, a cart of supplies led by William Markham, Jr. (of Hadley), 
and Joseph Dickinson (of Northfield) as guide, for the thirty-mile journey 
to Northfield. After stopping for the night, Beers pushed on in the morning 
and blundered into an ambush. After an extended fight, seventeen of Beers’ 
company managed to escape and make their way back to Hadley over the 
next six days; Beers and sixteen of his men were killed, while four were 
captured. Three men were wounded.

Major Robert Treat, having arrived at Hadley with a company of men 
from Hartford, set out for Northfield with more than one hundred men on 
September 5. After camping for the night, his troops moved towards the 
village and were fired upon, but with no ill consequence. A more profound 
visceral effect took hold when Treat’s company encountered the heads of 
many of Beers’ company stuck on poles along the path of Beers’ retreat. After 
a brief council, Major Treat led the survivors at Northfield south from the 
stockade where they had been hemmed in for the previous five days. After 
Major Treat left, Native forces burned the fort and what remaining buildings 
there were, leaving only ashes as testimony to three years of hard labor.7

Following a skirmish in Deerfield on the 12th resulting in two deaths, 
Captain Samuel Atherton and his company from the Bay dug in. Captain 
Samuel Mosely and his independent company arrived in Hadley on the 
14th and were immediately dispatched to Deerfield. Major Treat, with other 
Connecticut troops as well as a force of Mohegan, reached Northampton on 
the 15th. Realizing that this campaign was very likely to drag on for months, 
commanders were faced with feeding some 350 colonial troops, Mohegan 
auxiliaries, and frightened refugees from Northfield. A substantial harvest 
of “corn” was purportedly stored in Deerfield. Orders were given that it be 
thrashed and bagged for transport. 

On the morning of September 18, 1675, seventeen carts were slowly 
hauled from Deerfield under guard of Captain Lathrop and approximately 
fifty-four soldiers from Essex County. Leading the oxen were fifteen men 
from Deerfield; three other teamsters were drawn from Lathrop’s company. 
While crossing a wetland and narrow stream called Muddy Brook roughly 
4.5 miles south of the village, Lathrop’s company and the local teamsters 
were caught in an ambush by a significantly larger force and overwhelmed. 
Only seven or eight men fought their way clear of the subsequent slaughter.

King Philip's War and the Ambush at Bloody Brook
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Captain Mosely and a full company of sixty men who had gone scouting 
in a different direction heard the musket fire and attempted to reach the 
convoy. When they arrived about ten o’clock in the morning, they found the 
Native forces pillaging the wagons and stripping the dead. A hot engagement 
continued for the next five or six hours; another three English soldiers were 
lost. Towards the end of the afternoon, Major Treat with a company of a 
hundred Connecticut militia and sixty Mohegan led by Attawamhood (the 
second son of Uncas) managed to reach Mosely. 

The attackers were finally driven off as darkness set in. What remained 
of the English command marched to Deerfield, carrying their wounded, 
and leaving the dead where they had fallen. Sixty-four men were reportedly 
buried in a mass grave the next day. Of the seventeen men from Deerfield, 
only John Stebbins survived; eight women were left widows and twenty-six 
children left fatherless. Nothing is recorded in the written record pertaining 
to the number killed or wounded among the Indigenous forces, led by 
Nipmuc leaders Mattamuck, Sagamore Sam (aka Shoshanim/ Upchattuck), 
Matoonas, and Monaco (known to the English as “One-eyed John”), along 
with Wampanoag leaders Anawan, Penchason and Tatason; and Sancumachu 
of the Pocumtuck. 

RECONCILING CONTRADICTORY SOURCES

After 350 years, how accurate is our perception of the past? Because no 
firsthand accounts of this ambush have survived, it seems imperative that 
we try to extract as much information as possible from what little has been 
written. Identifying the cargo that the convoy was so intent upon retrieving 
from Deerfield has implications for understanding both Native and colonial 
lifeways during this distant period in our history. What made it so valuable? 
So, here’s the chase.

There are only three roughly contemporaneous published accounts of 
this event. In November 1675 an unnamed “Merchant of Boston” wrote an 
account of the war that presented a totally garbled version of the ambush. No 
mention was made of any commodity being transported.8 In The History of 
King Philip’s War (1676), Rev. Increase Mather mentions only “Coming from 
Deerfield with carts laden with goods and provisions.” Lastly, Rev. William 
Hubbard wrote a brief account in A Narrative of the Indian Wars in New 
England (1677). This historical work was officially sanctioned and funded by 
the General Court of the Bay Colony to record the “providences of God” as 
they unfolded during the war. Hubbard provides what would appear to be an 
accurate description of what transpired:9

King Philip's War and the Ambush at Bloody Brook
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But perceiving that little good was to be done upon the enemy 
in those parts, it was agreed that what corn was left at Deerfield, 
being threshed out as well as they could in those tumults (above 
three thousand bushels was supposed to be there standing in 
stacks) should be brought to Hadley, and to wait further time 
to fight the enemy. It came to Capt. Lathrop’s turn, or rather it 
was his choice with about 80 men to guard several carts laden 
with corn and other goods. (Underlining added.)

Soon thereafter, Rev. Cotton Mather, in The Ecclesiastical History of New-
England (1702), copied Hubbard, writing that “Capt. Lathrop, with about 
80 men carried carts to fetch off the corn that lay threshed in Deerfield.” No 
other relevant histories of King Philip’s War in the valley followed for over 
a century.10

By the first quarter of the nineteenth century, historians had evidently 
changed Hubbard’s and Mather’s accounts. They now spoke of grain, not 
corn, although one named both corn and grain. For example, Benjamin 
Trumbull wrote in 1818: “At Deerfield, there were about 3,000 bushels 
of wheat in stacks. It was resolved to thresh this out and take it down to 
Hadley.” In 1824 Epaphras Hoyt elaborated further, “In obedience to his 
orders, Lathrop proceeded to Deerfield, where Captain Mosely was then 
posted with a company of colony troops, and having thrashed the grain and 
loaded his teams, he commenced his march to Hadley.” Stephen W. Williams 
in his 1836 manuscript history of Deerfield writes, “A large quantity of grain, 
probably wheat, had been harvested at Deerfield and stacked.” In 1841 
Charles Drake reported, “On the 18 September Captain Lathrop, of Beverly, 
was sent from Hadley with about 88 men, to bring away the corn, grain, and 
other valuable articles, from Deerfield.” In an 1843 manuscript, Epaphras 
Hoyt claimed that the Native Americans “cut open the bags of wheat and 
feather beds and scattered their contents to the winds.”11

Similarly, in his 1836 Oration at the dedication of the Bloody Brook 
Monument , Edward Everett explained:

It of course became necessary to increase the supply of provisions 
at Hadley. A considerable quantity of wheat being preserved in 
stacks at Deerfield, it was deemed expedient to have it threshed 
and brought down to Hadley. Captain Lathrop and his company 
volunteered to proceed to Deerfield and protect the convoy. 
His march from Hadley was effected without interruption; 
the wheat was threshed, placed in eighteen wagons, with a portion 
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of the effects of the inhabitants of Deerfield, disposed to remove, 
and the train moved down the road, towards its destination.12

As late as the 1890s, local historians continued to infer that the cargo 
was wheat. In his Brief History of King Philip’s War (1891), George M. Bodge 
writes that Lathrop “was sent to convoy teams bringing loads of grain from 
Deerfield to Hatfield.” However, he contradicts himself a few years later. In 
Soldiers of King Philip’s War (1896), Bodge reports that “at Deerfield a large 
quantity of corn had been gathered from the fields and loaded upon carts.” 
Similarly, George Sheldon wrote in his sweeping History of Deerfield (1895): 
“The carts were loaded with bags of wheat, upon which were a few feather 
beds and some light household stuff.”13 

Beginning in the late nineteenth century and extending to the present, 
references to corn, grain and wheat were being bandied about by historians 
like a hot potato. In History of King Philip’s War (1900), John Abbott reports, 
“There were three thousand bushels of corn standing in stacks. In History of 
Hadley (1905), Sylvester Judd referred to “a large quantity of grain.” Wells 
and Wells, in their History of Hatfield (1910), wrote that “The ‘flower of 
Essex’ [men from Essex] were destroyed and the wheat for which the trip was 
made was lost.” In 1906 George Ellis and John Morris offered a longer and 
more contradictory description in their study, King Philip’s War: Based on the 
Archives and Records:

The ripened corn in the Deerfield north meadow had been 
stacked, but still offered as it stood in the field a tempting prize 
to the Indians. Major Pynchon, September 15th, ordered Capt. 
Lathrop . . . to load the grain in sacks and convey it down the 
valley. . . . [When Mosely arrived], “he pushed on rapidly only 
to see the victorious warriors ripping open the grain sacks and 
plundering the dead.”]

Talk about covering all your bases!
As recently as 2018, two scholars still provide alternative descriptions 

of the cargo. Christine Delucia, in Memory Lands: King Philip’s War and 
the Place of Violence in the Northeast, notes “ the wheat carts being loaded 
in Deerfield and taken out by Lathrop.”14 In contrast, Lisa Brooks in Our 
Beloved Kin: A New History of King Philip’s War reports the event as follows: 

On September 18, on the west side of the Great Beaver, 
protectors once more ambushed a large company (80 men), led 
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by Lathrop, who were evacuating settlers from Deerfield, their 
carts full of corn. When Mosely and his men arrived to “rescue” 
Lathrop he, too, was cornered by the Great Beaver. Warriors 
obliterated the companies and upset the carts, reclaiming corn 
from Pocumtuck.”15

Primary documents and roughly contemporaneous accounts form the 
basis for all historical research and interpretation. Subsequent histories 
typically follow the lead of earlier historians. When utilizing such accounts, 
however, it must be kept in mind that the meaning of specific words may have 
changed over time. Herein lies the solution to our puzzle. Understanding the 
etymology of words like corn is critical for accurate historical interpretation. 
As noted, according to William Hubbard’s A Narrative of the Indian Wars in 
New England (1677), a convoy of carts headed south to Hadley from Deerfield 
was carrying a valuable cargo of “corn.” Hubbard’s choice of the word corn 
has left historians in later centuries undecided as to the specific contents of 
the cargo and often leads the modern reader to assume that Hubbard’s “corn” 
referred to maize or Indian corn when the cargo was, in fact, undoubtedly 
wheat. Evidence for this interpretation is provided in the following sections.

ETYMOLOGY OF THE WORD CORN 

It is clear from period English sources that the word corn, as used during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, 
had a significantly different meaning than the word corn in today’s common 
American vocabulary. Early on, corn was used to identify a category of 
plants— i.e., in the same way that we use the word grain to collectively 
reference such plants as wheat, rye, barley, and oats. One of the earliest 
English dictionaries is Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language 
in which The Words are deduced from their Originals, and Illustrated in the 
Different Significations by Examples from the Best Writers (London, 1755). In 
it we find the following definitions:

Corn n. [Corn, Sax(on), Korn, Germ(an). It is found in all the 
Teutonic dialects.]

1.	The feeds which grow in ears, not in pods, such as are made 
into bread;
2. Grain yet unreaped, standing in the field upon the stalk;
3. Grain in the ear, yet unthreshed.
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The latter two meanings are clarified by extended discussions in the Oxford 
English Dictionary.16 

When English colonists transplanted to New England, they continued 
to use the term corn, but with expanded meaning, incorporating maize 
(otherwise known as Indian corn) as well as rice. Thus, the English word 
corn scribed in seventeenth to eighteenth-century documents should not be 
assumed to refer solely to maize. Rather, unless the context is clear, corn and 
grain should be considered the correct synonyms. 

The word corn was also used in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
as an adjective to describe an attribute of various nouns, as in corn bread, 
corn goddess, corn market, and corn stubble. For example, in 1692 the town 
of Deerfield reached an agreement with Joseph Parson to build and operate a 
“Corn mill.” The mill did more than grind maize. The second stipulation of 
the written agreement reads: 

That sd Joseph Parsons is to take for his toll for grinding ye 
twelfth part of all grain except wheat and Barley malt, with only 
ye fourteenth part of wheat and ye eighteenth part of Barley malt; 
and for provender [a variety of dried grains used for fodder for 
livestock] the fourteenth part.17 

In this passage the collective reference of corn to “all grains” is clearly evident.
However, by the early nineteenth century, the meaning of the word 

corn had fundamentally changed in American English. It was now used to 
denote only maize and its modern hybrids. We find an early example in 
Edward Augustus Kendall’s Travels through the Northern Parts of the United 
States (1809), in which Kendall recorded, “The planting or sowing of maize, 
exclusively called corn, was just accomplished.”18 It is not surprising that 
historians from this era would be aware of this change in meaning. By the 
early twentieth century and three to four generations later, however, when 
corn only referred to maize in all its many varieties, recognition of the former 
meaning faded and there was little hesitation among some historians to 
assume that Hubbard’s “corn” was indeed maize. 

WHEAT VS. CORN?

The etymology now settled, can the specific type of corn or grain 
transported by Lathrop’s company and destroyed during the subsequent 
Native ambush be determined? Can we now identify whether wheat or Indian 
corn was the commodity? Such resolution is necessary because, although 
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numerous authors have concluded that the grain was wheat, they provide no 
evidence that explicitly verifies this interpretation. I submit that “wheat” was, 
in fact, the commodity based on the following supporting evidence.

It is unquestionable that in the very early days of English settlement at 
Hartford, Windsor and Springfield, maize was a critical source of food for 
both the English and their Native American neighbors. It remained a staple 
in the colonial economy for the next 150 years. However, by the 1650’s, 
settlers in the Connecticut River Valley were also raising wheat. Wheat 
rapidly became a standard commodity for paying debts and town taxes. The 
following examples confirm this fact.

In 1653, John Pynchon’s ledgers recorded that he received £19 worth of 
“wheate” from Fraunces Pepper, of Springfield, which he then sent to Boston. 
In 1663, one of the commissioners at Woronoco struck a bargain with 
Pynchon to pay part of the town’s debt to Pynchon for his purchase of Indian 
lands in either “wheate or pease.” In 1664-65, Pynchon received payments in 
wheat from ten Hadley settlers to reduce their town’s debt to him. The entries 
total 357 bushels of wheat valued at £44 14s 08d. In 1674, Pynchon made an 
agreement with Nathaniel Foote to build Pynchon a 21 x 29-foot house at 
Pocumtuck (Deerfield). He would pay Foote in wheat and pork.19 

More revealingly, in March 1676, when the Military Council of the 
Massachusetts Bay colony was at wit’s end due to the losses incurred from 
Native American attacks, they advised the towns in the valley west of the 
Connecticut River to abandon their homes and consolidate east of the river. 
A letter from the Connecticut Council recommended reconsideration of 
this strategy, as they considered the valley towns “the principal granary of 
Massachusetts.”20

With respect to the September 18, 1675 ambush, all English account 
books of the time indicate that wheat was valued at twice that of Indian 
corn. The incentive to prioritize the removal of the wheat, rather than Indian 
corn, would have been clear to everyone. Of equal significance in terms of 
motivation, one of the staples demanded by all militia of this period was 
traditional English bread or biscuits made from wheat. With hundreds of 
soldiers pouring into the valley in August and early September, meeting the 
need to bake sufficient quantities of bread became a logistical priority for 
both the local militia and colonial forces. Although meal made from ground 
maize was a staple for Native forces, it would not meet English expectations. 
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WHEAT VS. CORN: HARVESTING TIMELINES

Other avenues of evidence depend upon the context and timing of the 
war as it unfolded in the Connecticut River Valley. King Philip’s War began 
in the Plymouth Colony in June 1675, and for the first month and a half 
military activity focused around Narragansett Bay. By August 4, all towns 
in the Connecticut River Valley feared an attack. Reinforcements were sent 
from the east and upriver from Connecticut. Troops were garrisoned at 
Deerfield on August 22. Deerfield was attacked on September 1, although 
the attack was repulsed.21 Given the circumstances, it is highly unlikely that 
the corn/maize could have been harvested by mid-August.

Here we turn from semantics to botany. What variables might set 
wheat and maize apart? Maize in this part of New England matures in 
approximately 120 days. Planted in early-mid May, it would mature by mid-
September. Once matured, maize was not immediately picked. Rather, it was 
left on the stalks to dry in the fields before harvest. If it were picked before 
it was sufficiently dry, it would rot when stored. Based on a record compiled 
for the years 1697-1857, the harvest of Indian corn in Deerfield was typically 
undertaken in early to mid-October, indicating that it would not have been 
harvested and ready to transport in mid-September.22 In contrast, planting 
of spring wheat in the valley occurred from April through May. Harvesting 
occurred from mid-August to mid-September. Thus, wheat would meet these 
timing requirements.

Harvesting Wheat
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William Hubbard’s contemporaneous history, A Narrative of the Indian 
Wars in New England (1677), provides further evidence. He informs his 
readers that some three thousand bushels of “corn” were standing in stacks 
at Deerfield. This “corn” needed to be threshed, then loaded into carts for 
transport.23 If we accept Hubbard’s use of the term “threshed,” which involves 
flailing sheaves of grain to loosen the individual grains, then separating the 
husks from the grains by winnowing, there is no doubt that he is referring to 
wheat. Indian corn is not prepared by threshing. Threshing with a flail would 
have beaten husked or unhusked maize to an unusable pulp.

Perhaps the most compelling reason to choose between maize or wheat 
rests with the simple fact that maize was a fundamental part of the Native 
American diet. If the cargo had been maize, the Native force would have 
certainly carried this valuable food away for their own use after killing nearly 
all the English troops in Lathrop’s company. To the contrary, when Captain 
Mosely and his company later came upon the scene, they found that the 
Native force had cut open the bags and dumped the contents on the ground.

REMAINING VARIABLES: QUANTITY & MODE OF 
TRANSPORTATION?

Lastly, two other variables to the story remain to be considered: the 
quantity of grain that left Deerfield and the nature of the vehicles used to 
transport the wheat. Hubbard states that 3,000 bushels of corn [wheat] had 
been harvested and stood in stock drying and clearly notes that the transport 
vehicles were carts. 

Nearly all historians have accepted Hubbard’s statement that the wheat 
was transported in carts. The reference to a “cart,” a two-wheeled vehicle, 
rather than a “wagon” is certainly accurate. Research in probate records 
indicates that four-wheel wagons were not used in the Connecticut River 
Valley until the 1750s. Furthermore, such carts were evidently small, as 
the newly established town of Deerfield had passed an ordinance that carts 
could be no wider than four feet so 
that they could travel on the “roads” 
(really paths were all that existed at the 
time).24

The quantity of 3,000 bushels 
of “corn” reported by Hubbard far 
exceeds what the 24-30 men living at 
Deerfield in 1675 could have planted 
and harvested. This settlement was 
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only three years old and fields were in a marginal state of production given 
the limited equipment that was available. Conservatively, they might have 
been able to plant 30 acres, and, with a yield of roughly ten bushels of wheat 
per acre, they might have harvested roughly 300 bushels of wheat. 

Combining these two variables, if the settlers had managed to harvest 300 
bushels (rather than Hubbard’s stated 3,000 bushels) of wheat, at 60 pounds 
per bushel, the caravan of seventeen small carts that set out from Deerfield 
would have been carrying some nine tons of grain, or roughly 1,000 pounds 
in each cart. The capacity of seventeen, four-foot wide, two-wheeled carts 
seems far too small to have carried even 300 bushels of wheat. Deriving an 
accurate account of the quantity of wheat that left Deerfield remains elusive. 
Regardless of the actual volume, it is no wonder that the line of militia, 
teamsters and their seventeen overloaded carts slowed when the narrow path 
they were following crossed Muddy Brook on the morning of September 
18, 1675. Lathrop and company were clearly sitting ducks for the pending 
ambush that followed. Hopefully, a more consistent story and more accurate 
description of this debacle will be carried forward in the future.  

Notes

1. Editor’s Note: The terms “Native” and “Native American” are used in this article. 
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Source: Frederick Gleason, Gleason's Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion
(Boston, MA: 1851), Vol. 1, p. 197
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Bloody Brook Monument c. 1909
In 1838 this monument was erected to commemorate the soldiers and Deerfield 
townsmen who were killed at Bloody Brook. The inscription begins: "On this Ground 
Capt. THOMAS LATHROP and eighty four men under his command, including 
eighteen teamsters from Deerfield, conveying stores from that town to Hadley, were 
ambuscaded [sic] by about 700 Indians, and the Captain and seventy six men slain, 
September 18th 1675." 
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The earliest memorial consisted of an uninscribed large slab “table stone” supported 
on stone and brick risers. It was located along a path through the woods. It was placed 
here before 1726, perhaps the year before on the 50th anniversary of the ambush, but 
there is no written confirmation of this. The slab (above) was inscribed a century later 
— in 1826 (or just before) by a stone carver in Northampton. It is still prominently 
displayed in the front yard of a house at 100 North Main Street in South Deerfield.
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Scene from the Film Ononko's Vow

In 1910 the Thomas Edison Company released an early silent movie filmed on 
location in Deerfield and Whately, titled Ononko's Vow: A Colonial Tale. The 
script, written by Greenfield resident Herbert S. Streeter, was loosely based on 
the Ambush at Bloody Brook and the 1704 Deerfield Massacre. The 15-minute 
film tells the fanciful story of a fictional Native American character, Ononko, and 
his relationship with a settler family. Historian Christine DeLucia commented: 
"While a distinct production emerged every three years, reassuringly predictable 
common grounds reoccured: a reenactment of the wheat carts being loaded in 
Deerfield and taken out by Lathrop." Source: Memory Lands: King Philip's War and 
the Place of Violence in the Northeast, p. 261.
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