
SENATE... No. 244.

To the Honorable the Legislature of Massachusetts :

The Commissioners on Harbors and Flats in the Common-
wealth, in their Second Report submitted to your honorable
body on the 22d of March last, intimated an intention to make
the condition of the outer harbor of Boston the 'subject of a
Special Report, and circumstances which have come to their
knowledge within a short period, render it proper, in their
judgment, that they should no longer delay making such com-
munication.

It is known to you that there are several islands lying along
near the entrance to the main ship channel leading to the inner
harbor and*port of Boston, whose position serves to protect the
same by giving a proper direction to the currents flowing in
and out of the harbor, and breaking the force of the sea in
storms and violent winds, which would otherwise render the
approach and entrance of vessels into the harbor difficult and
hazardous.

Among these are the Great Brewster, so called, which is the
most seaward, and Gallop’s Island, lying between that and the
inner harbor. The importance of preserving these islands,
for the purpose of protecting the navigation of the harbor, is a
matter of familiar knowledge on the part of all who are accus-
tomed to pass in and out of it. It has also been known, for a
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considerable time, that these islands, especially the Great
Brewster, were in danger of being not only washed away, but
the materials of which that is composed, being deposited in the
main ship channel, through which vessels of any considerable
magnitude have to gain access to the harbor; warning has from
time to time been given, and efforts have been made to have
the requisite precautions and safeguards provided by sea-walls
and otherwise, to prevent consequences as disastrous as those
which have thus been threatening the harbor.

In 1849, the Commonwealth ceded to the United States
jurisdiction of so much of the Great Brewster, “ as has been or
maybe conveyed by the city ofBoston to the said United States,
for the purpose of the erection and maintenance thereon, of a
sea-wall for the preservation of said island.”

But the Commissioners are informed from sources of which
they can have no doubt, that so far from any of these causes
having been checked, the destruction of the island and the fill-
ing of the channel are going so rapidly, as to give just cause of
apprehension, that unless measures are immediately taken to
arrest them, the damage will be most serious and irreparable.
They have been furnished with a communication from Mr. A.
Boschke,‘who has long been engaged in careful surveys and
observations of the condition of the harbor and islands, and
every way competent to form a judgment, made to the Joint
Committee on Boston Harbor of the City of Boston, in relation
to the Islands in Boston Harbor, which they have appended to
the present Report as furnishing a valuable statement of facts
as to the extent and rapidity of the process of deterioration, to
which the harbor is now subject. *

They have, besides, a communication furnished by Mr.
Nathaniel E. Hooper to the Mayor of Boston, at the request of
this Commission, giving details of the changes from time to
time, which he has witnessed and marked in the condition of
the Great Brewster and the “ Spit,” running from that into the
channel since 1849, during which time he has been a constant
observer of these changes. The communication, though minute
and interesting in its facts, is more detailed than is necessary
to be copied entire into the present Report. But it shows that
in every winter and in every storm, the work of destruction is
going on with accelerated rapidity, and a corresponding tend-
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ency to narrow and fill the approaches to the harbor, the
changes being often clearly marked and perceptible in the
course of a single day. He states generally that when he first
occupied that island, in 1849, he had an acre planted with
vegetables, and could cut enough hay to keep two cows, but
that now there is only pasturing enough for a single cow, and
he is obliged to purchase his hay.

Of the “ Spit,” already spoken of, he has made admeasure-
ments from time to time, to show its rapid formation and
encroachment upon the channel. Between November, 1857,
and February, 1861, it had increased in its extent, eighty-five
feet, and in the thirty-six days following that admeasurement,
he found it had increased to ninety-one feet in extent, and on
the 20th of the current month it had increased to one hundred
and thirty-two feet.

The Commissioners have selected these as a few of the details
upon which they have formed a belief that some action is called
for, at once, if it is desirable to preserve the harbor. It is a
question in which the Commonwealth as well as the city of
Boston has an interest which can hardly be over-estimated.

It is for this Commission rather to lay before the legislature
the facts upon which they should form their own judgments,
than to suggest any particular measures, which it is the province
of the legislature to determine upon.

They are informed that to properly secure the harbor will
require the construction of near two thousand feet of sea-wall
upon the Great Brewster, about a thousand feet on Gallop’s
Island, and the repairs of a wall upon Deer Island. Of the
desirableness of all these, they have no reason to doubt, and of
the immediate necessity of the work upon the Great Brewster,
and perhaps on Gallop’s Island, there can probably be but one
opinion.

In ordinary times the State and city might look with confi-
dence to the United States to cause this protection to be extended
to one of her principal harbors. Efforts will be made, as they
are assured, by one of the representatives in Congress from the
city of Boston, to have the necessary appropriations made for
that purpose at the present session. What effect upon the
measure the lamented death of General Totten, the late distin-
guished head of the Engineer Department, may have, this Corn-
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mission are not advised. They were assured by him of his full
conviction of the importance of such protection being extended,
a conviction which he had formed from a personal knowledge
of the condition of the Boston Harbor.

This Commission are also aware that the city government of
Boston are alive to the importance of some immediate action.
They have given the subject the attention it deserves, and it,
perhaps, may not be improper for this Commission to suggest
that in a matter where tire city has such an immense interest at
stake some measure might perhaps be devised whereby the work
might be undertaken and carried on by them, while the means
to accomplish it might be anticipated by the City or State, or
concurrently, until the same shall be refunded from the general
government, if Congress shall fail to make the requisite appro-
priation the present session. To accomplish the work on the
Great Brewster would probably require the expenditure of a
hundred thousand dollars.

This Commission, however, disclaim all intention to infringe
upon the proper province of the legislature in judging what
shall be an expedient course to adopt, while they content them-
selves with having respectfully called the attention of that body
to a subject in which the people of the Commonwealth have an
interest of great magnitude and importance.

EMORY WASHBURN,
HORACE GRAY,

Commissioners , tyc.
April 28,1864
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Boston, Mass., April 25, 1864. )

Office U. S. Commission on Boston Harbor. \

Joint Committee on the Boston Harbor of the City ofBoston :

Gentlemen,—In reply to your communication desiring an
examination of the condition of Great Brewster Island, Gallop’s,
and Deer Islands, I have the honor to report.

The work of destruction by the sea, rain, and frost is going
on, and the present means of protection are not sufficient to save
the Great Brewster from annihilation.

The rapid waste of the island has been reported by the U. S.
Commissioners, ascertained by a reliable comparison between
1847 and 1860 ; and a subsequent examination in September,
1863, has shown an abrasion of the south head of the Island of
seventy-five feet, and on the north-west and west side of from
twenty to thirty feet, at localities not yet protected by sea-walls.

Since September, 1863, to date, the destruction has been con-
siderable in three places. On the south head the slope of the
bluff has been washed at its base, making it perpendicular for
fifteen to twenty feet high.

My signal, on the highest point of the island, was last fall
eight feet from the bluff, now the foot of the signal pole is at
the edge, and a very large mass of dirt lies near the top of the
sea-wall, exposed to be washed into the harbor by the next
heavy sea from the east rising above the sea-wall, which is a
frequent occurrence.

A larger slide than this has taken place on the north-east point
of the island. In the course of a year part of this loose material
will be washed away and deposited in the harbor.

This represents the average yearly process of the destruction
of the island, and its injurious effects upon the harbor have

Citg of Boston.
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been stated already in general by the U. S. Commission. The
final result of the present examination of the outer harbor will
be shown in figures when the report of the U. S. Commission is
made, and by comparison with former surveys the amount of
deposits in the principal channels created by the waste of the
islands.

Allow me to mention one striking feature of these deposits.
The stone beacon on Great Brewster spit was built at the
extremity of the spit. In 1856, the spit had grown from the
waste of the Great Brewster so much toward the main ship
channel, that it became necessary to erect a lighthouse on its
new extremity. A portion of the Great Brewster was about
that time protected by a sea-wall, but the greater part of the
island remained unprotected from want of means to complete
the work, and the waste of the island has been allowed to con-
tinue. To-day the point of the spit projects two hundred feet
further into the main ship channel since the spit lighthouse has
been built.

The keeper of this light, Mr. N. R. Hooper, who lives on the
Great Brewster, has made some interesting observations since
1849, showing the immediate connection between the waste of
the Great Brewster and the growth of the spit, by yearly
recorded measurements of the waste of the island and the
growth of the spit.

Only an effectual and complete protection of the islands by
sea-walls and grading of the bluffs will prevent their gradual
destruction, and the consequent filling up and formation of
obstructions in the main ship channels.

My examination leads to the following recommendations,
which I hereby respectfully submit.

The present sea-wall on the Great Brewster will require for
a distance of nine hundred feet to be raised about four feet in
height. At this increased height the sea-wall should be con-
tinued around the north-east point of the island, in a curve for
five hundred feet, thence on the north-west and west side of the
island about one thousand feet. A wall of ten feet high will
be sufficient.

On the south head of the island the present sea-wall should
be continued for three hundred and twenty feet.
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The north and west side of Gallop’s Island is also gradually
but continually wasting, and the material from its high banks
goes directly into the channel called the Narrows, and furnishes
also the material for the growth of Lovell’s Island, encroaching
upon this most important channel.

Since last fall large masses of dirt have fallen from the
banks, and lie exposed to the wasli by the waves in a north-east
storm. A sea-wall of one thousand seven hundred feet in
length, and of ten feet in height, is a great necessity.

Also the repairs of the sea-wall on Deer Island should be
made during this summer. About four hundred feet of the
wall are in danger of being precipitated by the next severe
north-east storm; the dirt filling behind the wall has been
washed out and the deck stones have caved in. Ballast filling
is required, and replacing of the deck stones.

Besides the building of these sea-walls it is of the greatest
importance to grade all the bluffs to a slope of sixty degrees,
and where admissible to forty-five degrees. The slope to be
seeded down with a suitable grass. The spray, rain, and frost
will otherwise continue its destructive effects, and slides from
the bluffs will send dirt to the top of the sea-wall where it will
lie exposed to be washed into the harbor.

From detailed estimates the sum required to build the above
recommended sea-walls, and for grading the bluffs, amounts to
$119,770.

I have the honor to remain,
Most respectfully,

Your obd’t servant,

A. BOSCHKE,
Engineer U. S. Harbor Commission.




