Volunteers for the Housatonic River
The next time you find yourself traveling through southern Berkshire County, pull off Main Street in Great Barrington.  In back of River House and Brooks Drugs lies a tranquil walk along the shores of the Housatonic River.  Transformed is the word that comes most often to mind when comparing how the same area looked just eight years ago.  And this refers to much more than just the clean riverbanks and new pathway.   Behind the Housatonic River Walk is an inspiring story of volunteerism and community spirit that continues to build upon itself. "People are always saying thank you to me (for the River Walk), but it is the community that is doing this," says River Walk coordinator Rachel Fletcher.

The River Walk is now in its ninth year of operation, but the stage was set long ago when the river was an open dumping ground for industrial and household wastes.  Like many New England towns, Great Barrington was built with its back to the river.  "We're going to put our fronts to the river with the greenway, " Fletcher now says, although it may not have seemed that way back in 1988 when  one day she looked out the window of the Southern Berkshire Community Land Trust office and saw its backyard filled with litter.  "I saw all this junk on the riverbank and thought, how can we be a land trust if we can't take care of our own backyard?"  Thinking, how bad can a clean-up project be? she and a dozen others cleaned the riverbank behind the Land Trust office.  The following year she worked with sixty eighth graders from the Seales Middle School to clean up 266 feet of riverbank behind their school.  This was followed by a third clean-up in 1991 behind Brooks Drugs, and a wildly popular river parade that same summer.  The Land Trust and the owner of Brooks Drugs then granted the Great Barrington Land Conservancy a permanent easement to the river on behalf of the River Walk, and the initial 136 feet of the River Walk opened on November 1992.  Another 277 feet was completed by volunteers in 1994, followed by an additional 150 feet in 1996.  What started out as a one-time effort to clean debris from along the river has grown into a permanent project.

  
While Fletcher coordinates the clean-up work and Peter Jensen of Openspace Management designed the trail, she is quick to acknowledge where the credit really lies.  "Instead of hiring a professional crew, we use as many volunteers as are willing.  Ordinary people do extraordinary things to make the River Walk happen.  We work whenever we can, and through these days we become a presence that endures -- day after day, week after week, year after year.  In the process, we're learning something about who we are as a community, who our neighbors are, and whom we can count on.  When the community is involved this way, people become stewards and take social responsibility.  With each act of caretaking there forms an attachment that leads to a sense of place."   

Volunteers have been so vital to this project that Fletcher doesn't usually measure the trail in feet.  Instead, she says that River Walk is over 900 volunteers long.  As of May 1996, these people have donated over 8,750 hours of their time (not including planning and designing), removed some 190 tons of rubble and debris from the banks of the Housatonic River, and then hauled in nearly an equal amount of rock and other materials to make a trail.  But Fletcher notes that the role of volunteers extends beyond merely moving rocks and disposing of litter.  "We try to make our decisions by consensus.  That can be tricky because the issues are difficult.  Do you use chemicals to control vegetation?  Do you use power equipment or cut by hand?  Everyone has a different opinion about it.  Yet, somehow with this group of people there have been some wonderful meetings where everyone says what they think, everyone listens, and then a decision is made that really isn't any individual's decision but a decision by consensus.  Right at the worksite, and that's why it works.  The problem is looking you right in the face and you can't pretend its something else.  We've made some really good decisions because of that."  Our pragmatic goal, says Fletcher, is to clean up, restore, and install a trail between two bridges in downtown Great Barrington. The underlying agenda is to bring people back to the river, because the Housatonic forms the spine of the region and ties all the towns together.  

Fletcher points out that having a strong volunteer component requires substantial commitments of time, both organizationally and in the field, but she says this approach more than pays for itself in long-term river and greenway maintenance and protection.  It also earns the trust and support of property owners and the general community.  "It would have been much easier for an organizer to raise the funds, bring in a professional crew and it would be done already.  But by having hundreds of people doing it, especially schoolchildren, and everybody working side by side, there's a sense in which we are accountable, we're responsible (for the river).  There's a real joy that people get just from being down there."  And the regular group of volunteers seem to agree.  "It's the diverse involvement of the community that gives it appeal," echoed Peter Jensen, "the broad support by the citizenry that's reflected in the number of volunteers and in their diverse backgrounds."  For Glen Chamberlain, it was also this theme of community.  "I started out just wanting a clean riverbank.  Little did I know the labor of love the River Walk project would turn into, and how it would add to my sense of home."  And it is not just townspeople who volunteer and who have developed a sense of ownership with their work.  Bernard Kirchner comes from neighboring Sheffield because River Walk "addresses my role as a parent with a child who also works on the River Walk -- the community aspect, the ecological aspect -- they're all here on the riverbank." 
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