
HOUSE No. 45.

Executive Department

Boston, Feb. 6, 1883.

To the House of Representatives
My attention has been called by the Harbor Commis-

sion to a matter which seems to need legislation in order
to protect our harbor and shipping.

We have, under our laws, wreckmasters; but their
jurisdiction does not meet the evil, and so far there is no
power in them, or jurisdiction or power given to the
Harbor Commissioners to deal with the trouble, which is
this:

A vessel comes into a harbor, and may, at its very
mouth, or anywhere else in the channel, as has been done
in many instances, become a wreck, and sink, especially
from leakage. If neither the owner nor underwriters
care to go to the trouble and expense of removing her, I
am not aware of any provision of law by which he or
they can be compelled to so do, except, possibly, by suit;
by which suit compensation may be obtained; but the
compensation affords no protection to the mariner who
may run into the wreck in the night-time, or when in a
fog.
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1 suggest, therefore, that this is a matter to be
examined into by the legislature, and legislation enacted
by which the Harbor Commissioners shall have the
authority to remove such wreck or obstruction, after
having given notice and the notice should be a pretty
summary one—to the owner or underwriters what to
do; and the owner or underwriters should be forbidden
to take anything from the vessel until the}' have given
bond, to the satisfaction of the Harbor Commissioners,
that they will raise her. The method generally adopted
is to strip her of anchors, chains, sails and spars, which
latter may serve as beacons, and then the sunken hulk
is left in the channel to destroy still other vessels.

In case the vessel is not raised by the owners or under-
writers, than the Harbor Commissioners should have the
right to sell her to any person who will raise her, at
their discretion, or to raise her themselves and sell her
after being raised, to reimburse the expenses.

And if the amount realized by the sale be not sufficient
to pay the costs, an action should accrue to the Common-
wealth, to be brought by the Harbor Commissioners in
the name of the Commonwealth, and conducted by the
district attorney in whose district the trouble happens,
to obtain reimbursement for the expense.

It will readily be seen that, in addition to legislation,
some appropriation should be made—and it should be for
a very considerable amount—to do this most necessary
work; the money not to be drawn from the treasury
except upon vouchers showing the work performed.

I can conceive of nothing more necessary, because,
although the general government has, in some instances
removed wrecks situated as I have indicated : yet that is
never done until a special appropriation is made for that

purpose. This is quite too tedious a process to await,
even if it is done at all.
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I am not aware of any law that makes it the duty of the
United States to remove such wrecks within a marine
league of the shore, and of course they are not usually
troublesome beyond that. If there is any such duty de-
volving upon the United States, why, of course, the
State would be reimbursed for doing what the United
States ought to have done.

This would be advantageous to the United
States, because it is well known that, unless a wreck is
speedily removed, it forms the nucleus of an embankment
of sand which so covers it up as to render the process of
removal very expensive, it being necessary, in some in-
stances, to even resort to the explosion of dynamite and
other explosives under it, and even those agents will hardly
blow to pieces a wreck so imbedded.

If the wreck is taken in hand at once by intelligent,
competent men, such as we must assume our Harbor Com-
missioners to be, the vessel, it it would not pay the cost of
raising, would be, at a very small expense, blown to pieces
and gotten out of the way, after the apparel and equip-
ments had been removed ; and these latter would probably
largely reimburse the expense.

I am not aware of any one thing to which I can prop-
erly call the attention of the legislature more necessary
for the safety of our commerce, and giving greater pro-
tection to the lives and property of those who “ go down
to the sea in ships,” than judicious legislation upon this
subject, thoroughly executed.

BENJ. F. BUTLER.




