
SENATE No. 2

SPECIAL REPORT OF THE DEPARTMENT OF
PUBLIC WORKS UPON ITS INVESTIGATION
RELATIVE TO A PUBLIC HIGHWAY ON
PLUM ISLAND.

Department of Public Wok
Boston, Mass., November 28, 1934100 Nashua

House of Representatives of the Com-To the H Sennl

M

In accordance with the provisions of chapter 21, Re-
solves of 1934, the Department of Public Works presents
herewith its report upon its investigation relative to a
public highway on Plum Island.

Chapter 21, Resolves of 1934, follows:

Resolved, That the department of public works is hereby directed
to study and investigate the advisability, feasibility and probable cost
of constructing a public highway on Plum Island in the city of New-
buryport and the towns of Newbury, Rowley and Ipswich. Said
department shall report to the general court the results of its study
and investigation, and its recommendations, if any, together with
drafts of legislation necessary for carrying such recommendations into
effect, bv filins: the same with the clerk of the senate on or before the
first Wednesday of December in the current year

C&c (Commonluealti) of

No appropriation was made to cover the cost of this
investigation other than the regular appropriations for
the activities of the Department.

In considering the advisability of a public highway on
Plum Island, a study should be made not only of the
construction but also of the maintenance of the high-
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way, on account of the exceptional nature of the forma
tion of the island as well as
Factors of importance are a
nature of the land, its owne
development.

its geographical position,
general description of the
ship, valuation and social

Description if Island.
Plum Island is about 8.1 miles in length, containing

about 3,000 acres, and lies in the easterly sides of New-
buryport, Newbury, Rowley and Ipswich. It is bounded
on the north by the Merrimack River, on the east by the
Atlantic Ocean, on the south by the Ipswich River, and
on the west by Plum Island River. The only connection
to the main land from the island is by way of the Plum
Island Turnpike in Newbury via a drawbridge over the
Plum Island River. The island varies from one-fourth
to one mile in width, and consists of 1,465 acres of sand,
1,460 acres of marshland, and 75 acres of arable upland.
The areas and length are divided between the towns
approximately as follows:

Acres.
Length Per Cent
in Miles. I of Area.

Sand. Marsh. Upland, i Total.

Newburyport ... .75 180 25 - 205 7
Newbury, north of Turn-

pike ‘ 50 80 80 - 160 51
Newbury, south of Turn- [- 39

pike .... 3.25 560 450 - 1,010 34 J
Rowley .... 1.00 230 340 - 570 19
Ipswich . . 2.60 415 565 75 1.055 35

8.10 1,465 1,460 75 3,000 100
Per cent of each type . 49 49 2 -

-

The ocean side of the island is a continuous succession
of sand dunes of a rolling nature, some as high as 50 feet.
These dunes are continually shifting and extend from
600 feet to 2,000 feet in width across the island. The
vegetation on the ocean side of the dunes consists of a
sparse growth of beach grass, beach pea and Hudsonia.
Violent storms of the past two years have cut through
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the front barrier of dunes in twenty-eight places, and
have cut across the breadth of the island in about ten
places. The west side of the dunes along the edge of the
marsh is covered with a strip of brush growth. This strip
varies from 100 feet to 500 feet in width and is from 3 to 5
feet in height. The principal growth in this strip of vege-
tation is bayberry and beach plums, while the following
grow in abundance at various locations: black alders,
wild cherries, sumac, bittersweet, sassafras, poison ivy,
barberries, wild roses, poplars, wild grapes, junipers,
cranberries, a few birches, and a few scrub pines. Accord-
ing to local history, the area between the dunes and the
marshes was once covered with pines. The pines being
cut, the land was used as pasture for horses, cows and
hogs, but from loss of trees and seasonal fires the vege-
tation became sparse and the area has become practically

lue. The State Department
•ed at times the reforestation

barren and of very little v
of Conservation has consid*
of this area, but due to uncontrollable fire hazards it has
not been found advisable to do so up to this time.

The marshland along the west side of the island is salt
marsh, typical of this locality on which salt hay has been
harvested extensively. This marshland is a part of the
largest area of its kind north of Long Island Sound.

The 75 acres of arable upland is located in Ipswich
and is divided between what is known as the Cross Farm,
Ipswich Bluffs and Grape Island. During the past this
upland was devoted to farming, but no farming has been
carried on for fifteen years

Ownership.

The principal owners throughout the length of the
island along the ocean front are as follows:

Newhuryport. The north tip of the island is owned
by the United States government. A lighthouse and life-
saving station are located on this area which contains 52
acres. The remaining portion, 0.7 mile in length, has
been developed as a summer resort and is somewhat ex-
clusive. The lots are privately owned.
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■ Newbury. A section 1.0 mile in length has been
developed as a summer resort similar to that in Newbury-
port. This area extends about one-half mile each way
north and south of the Plum Island Turnpike. A section

miles in length is being held by the town of Newbury
for taxes. The Federation of Bird Clubs of New England,
Inc., have considered purchasing this area which contains
about 400 acres. A section 0.4 mile in length is now
owned by them.

Rowley. A section 1.2 miles in length is owned by the
Federation of Bird Clubs of New England, Inc., as a bird
sanctuary, and is a continuation of that portion in New-
bury, the whole containing about 250 acres.

Ipswich. —At the Rowley line the United States
government owns a small parcel on which is located a
life-saving station. A section 0.3 of a mile in length is
owned by a group of people known as the Knobbs Beach
Land Trust, and this area contains about 110 acres. A
section 1.6 miles in length is owned partly by the Federa-
tion of Bird Clubs of New England, Inc., and the Mas-
sachusetts Audubon Society as a bird sanctuary. This
area is known as the Annie H. Brown Wild Life Sanctu-
ary and contains about 375 acres. A section 0.75 mile in
length to the end of the island is owned principally by
Oscar G. Thurlow of Birmingham, Alabama. This area
was developed into lots of which about twenty-five are
owned by other individuals. Along the west side of the
island in Ipswich the area known as the Bluffs is owned
by the Dole Heirs and others; Grape Island is owned by
John Post and others. Along the marshes the Federation
of Bird Clubs’ holdings include sections of marsh, while
the remainder is owned b}
towns. This marsh own
other towns.

rimers from the surrounding
;hip is typical of the three

Since the beginning of t Plum Island then

right of ownership has been questioned and disputed
between the towns and their inhabitants, but at the
present time the title of ownership seems to have been
definitely established to the satisfaction of those con-
cerned.
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The total valuation of Plum Island as obtained from
the assessors of the various towns is as follows:

T> r> Non-Tax-
Total- °™e‘ *£££„

Newburyport §238,650 32.0
Newbury 460,000 62.0 §11,390

Rowley 4,110 .5 1,600

Ipswich 41,900 5.5 2,100

§744,660 100.0 §15,090

Of the above valuation in Newbury, about $273,610 is
north of Plum Island Turnpike and $175,000 south,
making a total valuation north of the Turnpike of $523,-
650, or 70 per cent of the whole, and south, $221,010, or
30 per cent of the whole, valuation of the island.

The number of camps, cottages, etc., is as follow
Newburyport
Newbury .

197 or 43.0 per cent
209 or 45.5 per cent

Rc oer cent
30 or 11.0 per cent

458 or 100.0 per cent

Of the above in Newbury about 168 are north of the
Turnpike, making a total of 365, or 80 per cent, north,
and 93, or 20 per cent, of the camps to the south, of the
Turnpike. Of the 113 camps south of the Turnpike 32
of them are either located on the Bluffs or Grape Island.
Both of these sections are not accessible over land at the
present time.

Population

The winter population o:
distributed as follows:

the island is very light and is

New

Ipswich i
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Of the whole, 18 are coast guards located at the two
life-saving stations; other than these there are only 45
living north of the Turnpike and 14 living south of it.
ihose living south of the Turnpike consist of the care-
taker of the Bird Sanctuary and his family (3) in New-
bury, and 11 other residents in Ipswich. The 11 in
Ipswich live on Grape Island, which is practically sepa-
rate from the main island. In other words, the only
year-round residents, except the coast guard south of the
Turnpike, are the caretaker and his family (3).

The summer population of the island is about as follov

Newl
Rowl
I

:,70S

The number south of the Turnpike is about 508, or 19
per cent of the whole summer population.

Existing Roads.
The only road connecting Plum Island with the main

land is that known as the Plum Island Turnpike which
connects with Newbury and Newburyport via a draw-
bridge over the Plum Island River. This Turnpike was
reconstructed of bituminous macadam about 18 feet
wide by the County of Essex about fifteen years ago.
The roads to the north of this Turnpike are two in num-
ber. One is of bituminous macadam, retread method,
24 feet wide, reconstructed and widened by the State
under chapter 90 in 1931-32. This road is 1.35 miles in
length and was reconstructed at a cost of about $17,000
per mile. It was originally constructed by the Plum
Island Beach Company in connection with its real estate
development. The town accepted it as a highway in 1931.
It is located about midway of the sand dunes, cottages
lining the road on either side. The other road to the
north is not much more than a cart path leading to camps
located on what is called the Old Point. This road is
about three-fourths of a mile in length.
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The roads to the south of the Turnpike are two in num-
ber. One is of gravel with a light bituminous treatment,
about 20 feet wide, in poor condition. It is about one-
half mile in length and was constructed by the Plum
Island Beach Company a few years ago. It has very little
value as part of a through highway because of its curving
nature. The other roadway is little more than a cart
path which extends to the end of the island about 8.6
miles in length. This roadway is located at or near the
border of the sand dunes and marshland. It is impassa-
ble at high tide and during wet weather, and has no
salvage value whatever. At the southerly end at one
time this road connected with the Bluffs by means of a
narrow bridge. This bridge has since been neglected
beyond repair.

Feasibility and Probable Cost.

It is feasible to construct a highway in general along
the westerly edge of the sand dunes where, to a great
extent, it would be protected from damage by the sea,
and, because of vegetation, considerably protected from
moving sands.

The study of a location along and over the sand dunes
and as near the ocean front as desirable indicates that
such a location is impracticable on account of the shifting
sands and large expense necessary to prevent destruction
at various places by the ocean.

The estimated cost of a highway, constructed of bitu-
minous macadam, 24 feet in width, from the Plum Island
Turnpike to the southerly end of the island, is about
8305,000.

The advisability of constructing such a highway as
described above would depend upon the amount of use
or service which such a road would provide. Apparently
there is no demand for a road throughout that portion of
the island which is owned and controlled by the Federa-
tion of Bird Clubs of New England, Inc., and by the
Massachusetts Audubon Society. The bird sanctuary

Summary
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associations do not desire a road, and it should be noted
that their holdings include a total distance along the island
of 3.2 miles, interrupted at the Rowley-Ipswich line by
the land of the Knobbs Beach Land Trust and the United
States Life Saving Station for a length of 0.3 mile.

Such a highway would improve the facilities for har-
vesting salt hay, and provide an approach to the area
controlled by the Knobbs Beach Land Trust and the
life-saving station near the Rowley-Ipswich line.

The southerly end of the island in Ipswich, where there
is a section about 0.75 mile long, developed partly as a
summer resort, and the portion in Newbury northerly
from the northerly boundary of the bird sanctuaries and
owned by the town, might be developed for summer
resort purposes, and would be served by such a highway.

The present road from the turnpike to the northerly
end of the island is adequate and in good condition, and,
as noted above, was constructed under the provisions of
chapter 90, General Laws.

The proposed highway southerly from the Turnpike
would offer many possibilities for recreational develop-
ment and for greater use of the shore lands for summer
resort purposes.

It would appear that the construction of this highway
could well be a part of the development of the recreational
area, and carried out when the plans for such an area are
far enough advanced so that the public can be accom-
modated.

The Department makes no recommendations for
legislation.

Respectfully submitted,

DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS

Frank E. Lyman,
Commissioner of Public Woi

Richard K. Hale,
Wm. F. Callahan,

Associate Commissi™.


