
SENATE. No. 6.

Boston, January sth, 1853.

The Commissioners appointed under a Resolve of the Legisla-
ture, to visit Cape Cod Harbor “for the purpose of examining
into the causes that do now, or are likely hereafter to en-
danger or injure said harbor, and, should there be an appro-
priation by the General Government for this purpose, to
confer with its engineer or agent as to the best mode of its
expenditure, so as to secure the preservation of said Harbor,
and report to the next General Court,” have attended to their
duty, and

REPOET:
That in fulfilling the duty assigned them, the conflicting

opinions and testimony of those most familiar with the past
and present condition of Cape Cod, rendered it as difficult to in-
vestigate the existing causes of injury to the Harbor, as it is to
foretell what are likely hereafter to endanger its utility or per-
manency. The Commission have visited the Cape and Harbor,
and have availed themselves of the knowledge of the inhabi-
tants, and of the present appearances of the Cape, comparing,
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as far as possible, the condition of the past as furnished by the
testimony of intelligent parties, with the condition of the
present as it appeared to their own eyes. And from knowl-
edge of the past and present thus obtained, they endeavored to
judge of the future.

The portion of land constituting Cape Cod, from the high
land at the head of East Harbor Meadows, to the Race and
Long Point, is composed of sand so light as to be easily shifted
by the winds, and the currents of the sea, by which it is washed.
The high hills of the upland, having, many years ago, lost
that protection which the forests afforded, have been exposed
ever since to destruction from violent gales, especially from the
north-west, other winds, as is affirmed, being generally accom-
panied with so much moisture, as not to raise the sand, until
these hills have been threatened with absolute removal into the
harbor. In this way, not only the harbor itself is threatened
with great damage, but the town of Provincetown, and valua-
ble tracts of land lying in Truro, have been and are threatened
with destruction. To prevent this process of removal, various
expedients have been proposed by the United States, and by
the State of Massachusetts individually. Appropriations have
been repeatedly made by Congress, for the protection of the
harbor, and the jurisdiction of the State Legislature has been
exercised to prevent the inhabitants from injuring the work
accomplished by the General Government. The substitute
provided by careful and well-informed officers of government
to whom the business was intrusted, for the forests which have
been so long cut down, and which held the sand in a compact
mass, is the planting of beach-grass in those localities most ex-
posed to the action of the winds. This has been done by the
General Government; and, to protect this grass and the shrubs
which grow up among it, laws have been passed by the State
of Massachusetts, regulating the running of cattle on these
sands, and authorizing the town of Provincetown to appoint
annually a committee to carry this provision of the Legisla-
ture into effect.

The beach-grass, when properly planted, has answered the
purpose intended ; and many hills which were fast being driven
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by the winds into the water, have been preserved from their
impending fate.

The dangers which arise from this drifting sand, and which
have been the object of previous legislation, still exist. In the
Report of Messrs. Marston and Sampson, Commissioners ap-
pointed in 1825 to investigate this subject, the evil was pointed
out and the remedy was recommended. Your* Commission
were enabled to avail themselves of the experience of those
who have followed the recommendations of these Commission-
ers ; and it seems to them an important question how far, and
in what way, their views shall continue to be carried out. One
danger arises evidently from the drifting sand. It was found
by Col. Potter, who superintended the first planting of the
grass, that it was necessary to commence operations towards
the north-westerly portion of the Cape, as the dry winds blow
from that direction, and carry sand and the grass seed before
them. By commencing at the leeward, the sand is borne in
before the grass, and the seeds are carried back upon grounds
already planted, the grass is uprooted and buried, and the seed
is rendered useless. By commencing at the windward, the
sand is prevented from being broken up in such a way as to
cover the grass, and the seed is blown over to the uncovered
ground, where it serves to enlarge the area already planted.
Now in conformity with this rule, the hills in the rear of Pro-
vincetown, stretching from Race Point to the “ lotted land ”

lying between Provincetown and Truro, received the early
attention of Col. Totten. The grass planted by him has taken
root, and has bound together a large portion of the sand in this
region. Bare spots still remain, to a certain extent, in the “ hollow
of the beach,” a narrow valley lying between two ranges of
hills, one range on the ocean side of the Cape, and the other
on the side towards the Harbor. Some further protection is
needed in this quarter.

Beyond this tract, which has already been planted, in the
direction of Truro, and within the limits of the “ eight wood
lots,” so called, are broad, barren sandy hills and plains, which
are driven by the'strong north-west winds into the channel of
East Harbor, and upon the meadows lying beyond it. It is
averred by many that the currents, running out of the channel,
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carry this sand into Cape Cod Harbor, and that the increasing
shoals at the mouth of the channel, and in this portion of the
harbor, are evidence to substantiate this opinion. Be this as
it may, the sand hills referred to are wholly unprotected; and
whether they are being blown into the harbor, or into the
meadows, your Commission are of opinion that their perma-
nency should be an object of care, as essential to the best in-
terests of the Cape.

In addition to the dangers which threaten Cape Cod Harbor
from the blowing of the sand, fears have been entertained of
the insufficiency of a portion of the sandbank lying between the
ocean and East Harbor meadows, to protect these meadows from
the encroachments of the sea. It is evident that at high tide,
when the meadows are overflowed, the division between the tide-
waters on the meadows, and the surf on the easterly shore of the
Cape, is very narrow—not more than four or five rods in width ;

and that the formation of an open channel for the waters through
this point of the Cape, would result in a dismemberment of
this whole tract of territory, and might sweep the entire body
of this beach and marsh into the north-eastern part of Cape Cod
Harbor. Whatever danger exists here, may probably be avert-
ed by the erection of a post and rail fence with brush, by
which an accumulation of sand may be created, and the ob-
stacle to the encroachment of the sea may be strengthened.
The success that has attended this operation on other beaches
would seem to warrant its trial here.

At the mouth of the channel of East Harbor meadows,
the current, and the sea driven by easterly gales, are under-
mining the sandbank with considerable degree of rapidity.
The travelled road has been driven back at this point many
rods during the last few years. The sand thus washed away,
it appears to your Commission, must be carried out by the cur-
rent into the north-east portion of Cape Cod Harbor, near the
line of the town of Truro ; although many witnesses testified
before them that this sand is carried in towards the meadows)

instead of out towards the harbor. As the sand is borne along
by the tide, it is probable that its passage towards the meadows
or the harbor is governed by the ebb and flood alternately.
Without deciding this point, it must be apparent that any pro-
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cess, which will establish the high sand hills in this quarter of
the Cape is very important towards its preservation. Piles and
a sea-wall at this point, where the bank is being undermined,
have been proposed, but the sandy nature of the foundation,
the doubt with regard to the magnitude of the danger, and the
limited appropriation made by government, render such a pro-
position, at this time, highly impracticable.

The attention of the Commission was directed to Long
Point, where some difficulty has been encountered, on account
of the tendency of the sea to undermine the light-house
located at the extreme end of the Point, and on account of the
constant changes which it is undergoing,—the current from
the Race supplying what the current setting into the Harbor
removes. The value of this Point as a means of protection to
the Harbor is very great; and, exposed as it is to all the in-
fluences of sea and winds, which threaten so much damage to
Cape Cod, it deserves the greatest care. A bulk-head, running
from the light-house towards the main land of the Cape, and
erected about fifteen years ago, has been very efficacious in re-
sisting the waste of land at this Point, and its extension a few
rods further will complete this barrier against the destroying
influences, which may, unless checked, materially injure the
Harbor.

It appears to the Commission, that the Acts of the Legisla-
ture which have for their object the protection of the grass
and shrubs of the Cape, from the depredations of cattle, and
of the trees from the axe, should be carefully enforced. Their
beneficial effects are already apparent. On Long Beach the
grass is growing most luxuriantly, and the tides have convert-
ed many spots previously barren, into valuable salt-marshes.
The same is the case at Race Point, with regard to the lands
lying on the inlet, and at every point it is apparent that the
preservation of the Cape in a condition as near as possible to
its original proportions, before the forests were removed, ap-
pears the surest means of safety to the valuable Harbor which
it encloses and protects. The jurisdiction of the Common-
wealth over the Province lands, renders the enforcement of
these regulations comparatively easy. On the “ eight wood
lots,” lying partly in Provincetown and partly in Truro, the
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obligations the Commonwealth is under to remunerate the pro-
prietors for depriving them of all benefit of their domain,
either for pasturage or wood for fuel, render the question one
of a different nature. In this connection, the attention of the
Legislature is called to the rights, privileges, property, and
obligations of the State, as involved in their possession and
control of the Province lands.

Your Commission would state, that they have conferred with
Lieut. C. E. Blunt, to whom the expenditure of five thousand
dollars, appropriated at the last session of Congress, has been
intrusted, and that his views with regard to dangers existing
or in prospect, and to the preservation of the Harbor, agree
with their own. Reference by them to past operations has
been made, as illustrating the dangers that existed then, and
do still exist to some extent; and all recommendations or sug-
gestions have been made in accordance with their instructions
to confer with the United States “ Engineer or Agent, as to
the best mode of expenditure ” of the appropriation. A com-
munication from Lieut. Blunt, to the Commission, is appended
to this Report.

OBED BROOKS, Jr.,
GEO. B. LORING,

Commission ers.

[copy.]

Engineer Office, Boston, )

January IGt/i, 1853. 5
Gentlemen:—Having conferred with your Commission, on

the subject placed under your charge, I will state that my own
investigation and information in relation to the “ Preservation
of Cape Cod Harbor,” lead me to coincide with the general
views expressed in your report on that subject.

CHARLES E. BLUNT,
Lieut. U. S. Corps of Engineers.

To the Commissioners on the Preservation of Cape Cod Harbor.

CAPE COD HARBOR.


