
SENATE....No. 41.

To the Honorable the Senate and House of Representatives of
Massachusetts , in General Court assembled:

Respectfully represent the undersigned, the Mayor and Al-
dermen of the City of Boston : that they have been instructed
by a vote of the City Council, to present a Memorial to your
honorable bodies, on the subject of the Harbor of Boston,
with a view of obtaining farther legislative provisions, in
order to maintain it in its present condition, and to protect it
against the operation of influences which may, at some future
period, seriously impair its value, and thus inflict a heavy blow
upon the prosperity of the State itself, as well as of its
capital.

The subject is by no means new to the legislation of Massa-
chusetts. Within the last twenty years it has been, at various
times and in various ways, brought to the notice of the succes-
sive legislative bodies which have assembled here, and many
laws have been enacted, and resolves have been passed, with
more or less distinct reference to this object.

The policy of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, in res-
pect to this important subject, has been, in the main, just and
generous. It has been to combine a due regard to the great
paramount interest of the protection of the harbor, with an
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equitable recognition of the rights of individual property. We
ask no more at the hands of the present legislature than a con-
tinuance and extension of the same policy. The city of Boston
confidently hopes that your honorable bodies will extend to her
interests the same friendly and paternal countenance which has
been extended by your predecessors.

Without entering into any minute details and descriptions, it
may be stated, in general terms, that the harbor of Boston is at
once a sea harbor and a river harbor. It is a gulf, or bay, thickly
dotted with islands, into which two rivers—the Charles and the
Mystic—flow. There is also, on the south, a small inlet
called the South Bay, into which the tide runs. It is thus ex-
posed, on one side, to the action of the waves and currents of
the ocean, and of our violent easterly storms, and on the other
to the influences of the tidal currents flowing into and out of
the streams which empty into it. Practically, there is a
division into two harbors—the outer and the inner ; the former-
reaching from the ocean to a line passing through Governor’s
Island from north to south, and the latter comprising all the
tide-waters to the westward of that line. These two portions
of the harbor are liable to injury from different sources, and
different measures* are necessary for their protection. The
outer harbor is exposed to the violent action of our easterly
storms, against which it is protected by several islands ; but
these islands, as well as the projecting headlands of the harbor,
receiving the full force of these tremendous storms, are con-
stantly wearing away,; and the earth, gravel, and sand thus
removed, are carried inward and deposited. Thus many
islands once existing, have quite disappeared, and these frag-
ments, scattered over the harbor, have formed new shoals, and
created bars or spits of sand which project from the islands.
Boston itself at present, hardly differs more in external aspect
from the Boston of the Revolution, than does the harbor of
Boston from the same harbor as it was a hundred years ago.

The injurious influences acting upon the inner harbor are of
a different kind, resulting from the growth and prosperity of
the city and its neighborhood, and the consequent encroach-
ment of the land upon the water. They are the work of
man’s hand. The peninsular of Boston, is of limited extent,
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insufficient to accommodate the wants of the population ; and
thus there has been a constant temptation to form new land
by artificial process, and to push out our structures more and
more into the sea. But the tide currents ebbing from the
Charles and Mystic Rivers, and the South Bay, which perform
an important function in scouring and deepening the channels
of the harbor, are reduced in quantity and velocity just in
proportion as these operations go on. Every acre of made
land, so called, every bridge, every wharf, every pile driven
into the mud, diminishes the surface over which the tide flows,
and lessens the force of its refluent stream. From calculations
which have been made, it appears that the present area covered
by high tides, is about one-seventh less than its original
extent.

Thus, the wearing away of the islands, and the diminished
force ot the back water—the former theresult of natural, and
the latter, of artificial causes—concur in their injurious actions
upon the main channel, through which all the commerce of
Boston is borne, and upon the preservation of .which such vast
interests depend. By the wearing away of the islands, a
greater quantity of deposit is swept into it, and by the dimin-
ished force of the back water, the counteracting, sweeping and
scouring power is lessened. Thus, on the one hand, the evil
increases, and on the other hand, the strength to grapple with
it decreases. The observations made, render it probable, that
in the thread, or middle of the channel, where the rapidity of
the current is the greatest, the depth has not sensibly dimin-
ished; but they show incontestably, that the width of the
stream has decreased, and is decreasing, in a degree to awaken
uneasy apprehensions for the future.

This diminished width of the main channel becomes a more
important point of consideration in connection with a well-
known fact in the history of navigation, and that is the in-
creased average size in the vessels employed' in commerce.
Formerly, merchant ships of six or seven hundred tons were re-
garded as of the largest class, beyond which the most adven-
turous enterprise hardly ventured to go; but now, ships of a
thousand tons are comparatively common, those of two and
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three thousand are not rare, and not long since crowds of our
population witnessed with enthusiasm the launch of a magnifi-
cent fabric of more than four thousand tons, whose untimely,
almost ignoble, fate—at noonday, in a peaceful harbor, from
an alien element, before the sight of the great sea to which she
was dedicated—awoke in the heart of every Boston man a feel-
ing akin to that of personal bereavement.

The dangers, actual and prospective, to which the harbor of
Boston is exposed, have not escaped the vigilant forecast of
those to whom, in former years, the interests of the city have
been intrusted. A distinct course of policy has been marked
out, remedies for existing or apprehended evils have been sug-
gested, and the subject has been again and again brought to
the notice of those who have it in their power to apply those
remedies. The protection of the outer harbor comes within
the sphere of duties assigned to the general government of the
country ; and, from time to time, various appropriations have
been made by Congress, for the erection of sea-walls on some
of the islands, to prevent their being washed away by the sea.
But though much has been done, much yet remains to be
done, and it is the intention of your memorialists to apply to
Congress, during its present session, for a further appropriation
in this behalf.

But there is one way in which the legislature of Massachu-
setts can extend a helping hand towards the outer harbor of
Boston. The violent easterly storms, which waste away the
substance of the outer islands, are attended, in the course of
nature, with a compensating circumstance, for they throw upon
the beaches large quantities of pebbles, stones, and shingle,
which, consolidated by time and successive accretions, would
form a sort of natural sea-wall or breakwater, and thus protect
the islands and headlands. But these materials are valuable
for ballast, and are sold as such by the owners of the beaches
on which they are cast; and thus this natural deposit is re-
moved as fast as formed, and the force of the waves tails upon
the loose and friable earth and sand of the shores and projec-
tions, and sweeps immense quantities into the channels. We
cannot expect that the owners of these islands will, from any
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magnanimous principles of self-sacrifice, forego the pecuniary
advantage accruing to them from this use of their property ;

but we think that, in view of the serious consequences likely
to result from such use, the city of Boston has a right to ask
of the legislature to restrain the owners from using their own
in such manner as to be productive of injury to the public;
especially if the future injury be great and the immediate ad-
vantage comparatively small. This is no more than the
application of the great principles which lie at the bottom of
all our institutions, that the well-being of the public is the
highest consideration, and that where that comes in conflict
with private interests, the latter must give way. It will also
be simply an extension ot the principle of several existing
acts, by which persons, other than owners, are restrained from
taking ballast from shores and beaches within the limits of
the harbor.

The care of the inner harbor belongs, especially and pecu-
liarly, to the legislature of Massachusetts, and various acts have
been passed, from time to time, for its protection and preserva-
tion. Various commissioners have been appointed, who have
made ample and valuable reports, and lines have been defined
beyond which no wharves shall be extended. These lines,
now forming a continuous boundary known by the name of
the Commissioners’ line, extend over a large part of the inner
harbor, but not the whole; and, especially, have not been
established around the South Bay and in Mystic River. Your
memorialists deem it important that these lines should be com-
pleted and carried round the entire circuit of the inner harbor.

In conclusion, your memorialists would respectfully petition
your honorable body,

First, to pass a resolve authorizing thn Governor to appoint
a Board of Commissioners, who shall extend the Commission-
ers’ line, so called, round the entire circuit of the inner harbor,
or as far as may be deemed necessary, and who shall be further
authorized to examine into the condition of the harbor, and
make such suggestions for its protection and improvement, as
they shall deem advisable.
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Second, to pass a law restraining the owners of all islands,
headlands and beaches, within or bordering upon the harbor,
as well as all other persons, from selling or taking stone, sand
or gravel therefrom, to be used for ballast, or any other pur-
poses.

J. V. C. SMITH, Mayor of Boston.

B. L. ALLEN,
GEO. ODIORNE,
J. DUNHAM, Jr.,
TISDALE DRAKE,
OLIVER FROST,
GEO. F. WILLIAMS.

Aldermen.


