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limits to the general public for nearly two-thirds of the
twentieth century. With the advent of nuclear weapons,
however, islands lying only a few miles off a coast lost much
of their strategic significance, and the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts began acquiring the islands in Boston Harbor;
in 1974, the Boston Harbor Islands State Park was established. Public visitation has been encouraged since then, and
public campgrounds have been established on Lovell’s,
Grape, Bumpkin, and Peddock’s islands. Ferry service from
Long Wharf, Boston, to George’s Island makes it possible for
people to take advantage of the free-of-charge water-taxi
service provided by the Commonwealth from May until
October to several of the Boston Harbor islands. Interpreta-

Boston Harbor Islands
State Park
,

We want

the best harbor

to create

’

park system in the world because it
has the potential to be just that.
-Govemor Michael S. Dukakis,
George’s Island, 1986

The Boston Harbor islands are a
remarkable resource, permitting
recreational and educational
opportunities rarely found in an
urban setting. Though the Boston skyline is rarely out of view,
the islands have a wild character,
providing a resting spot for migrating birds and city residents
alike. People can camp on the
islands or visit for the day, experiencing the forces of the sea and
the wilds. Easily accessible via
inexpensive ferry boats from
Long Wharf, connected to each
other by a free water taxi, the
islands are destinations for residents of every Boston neighborhood and the region, as well as
tourists who venture out for picnics, school outings, and discovery.
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Thirty-one islands are presently owned by public agencies;
seven are staffed during the summer
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Department of Environmental
Management, which owns
Grape, Bumpkin, Gallop’s, Great

tion of the islands’ natural history and ecology is now provided by island managers, who are coordinated through the

The Islands’ Plants
The flora of the Boston Harbor islands reflects man’s impact
upon the landscape, and few undisturbed patches of native
plants remain. The American Indians used to retreat to the

the

Metropolitan
(MDC),
which owns George’s, Lovell’s,
and Peddock’s islands; and by the

The

Massachusetts Department of Environmental Management
(DEM). Volunteer service in appreciation and interpretation
of this unique state park has been provided by the Friends of
the Boston Harbor Islands.

Boston Harbor
park is jointly
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Brewster islands and many of the
smaller islands. The City of Bos-

three islands which
be included in the
park: Long, Spectacle, and Rainsford islands. Each island in the
park has its own history and its
own present and potential usesin sum, the islands are a unique

ton owns

have yet

to
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national-park qual-

water-taxi hub and site of Fort
Warren, a national Historic land-

The islands are drumlins (glacial hills) and rock outcroppings
ranging in size from less than one
acre to over two hundred acres.

mark-is by far the most heavily
visited island, with its picnic
grounds, concession stand, and

Native

intensive educational program

resource

of

ity.

Seasonally occupied by
Americans, who harvested an
abundance of shellfish, the islands were used by Puritan colo-

as wood lots and pasture
lands. Over the years, the islands
were used for quarantine and
chronic disease hospitals, farmlands and dumping sites, though
it is military uses which have left
the most visible traces on the
islands. Starting before the Revolution and increasing before the
Civil War and during the
Spanish-American War, the islands became the site of a series
of massive fortifications, leaving
us such notable artifacts as forts
Warren, Andrews, Strong, and
Standish.
After World War II the islands
were essentially abandoned by
the military, but visionary citizens and legislators saw the possibilities for recreational, educational, and historic preservation
activities. In 1958, the MDC
acquired George’s and Lovell’s
islands and began developing
them as parks. In 1970 with the
creation of the Boston Harbor
Islands State Park, the Department of Natural Resources, now
the Department of Environmental Management (DEM), also
began acquiring and developing
islands. Both agencies cleaned up
their islands, repairing seawalls,
building piers, cutting trails, and
creating campsites; and both
began providing staff during the
summer months. Today the islands are visited by upwards of
200,000 people annually, and the

nists

is

expanding.
George’s Island-ferry and

season

running water. In recent years an
has been developed on George’s
Island, providing programs to
some 15,000 school children,
including 2,000 Boston school
children, and to over 15,000
summer visitors. In spite of the
much-lauded improvements, the
island has pressing needs for

safety

and visitor service im-

provements and there is a growing desire to restore crumbling
Fort Warren.

Lovell’s, Gallop’s, Bumpkin,
and Grape Islands are all quieter
than George’s Island and are primarily used by campers and others

seeking tranquility.

Acces-

sible by free water taxi, they have
a primitive quality with no electricity or running water. Staff
provide tours during the summer, focusing on the natural history of the islands and the surrounding harbor. Great Brewster
Island, which is far out in the
harbor and primarily accessible
by private boats, is the wildest
and quietest of the staffed islands, home to nesting birds and
seasonal resort for lovers of solitude.
Peddock’s Island, the largest of
the islands now in the park, has
forty-five private cottages on it
and twenty-eight buildings of
Fort Andrews, in various stages
of disrepair. Though open to the
public, much of the park is not
accessible because of safety problems and the presence of the private cottagers. Yet even in its
current state, Peddock’s is a fas-

cinating place to explore.
Long Island, the largest
Harbor and the

only

in the

one acces-

sible by automobile, is the site of
the Long Island Hospital and the
remnants of Fort Strong. Summer work crews have begun to
clean up the island and it figures
prominently in the dreams of
many Boston environmentalists
and Harbor-lovers, though it is
not in the park or open to the
public yet. Spectacle Island, a
former dump site, also remains
outside the park and is closed to
the public. Thompson Island,
privately owned by the Thompson Island Educational Center, is undergoing a change in
management, though its focus
will continue to be on youth

development.
Working with

groups like the
Friends of the Boston Harbor Islands, MDC and DEM continue
to expand these unique resources. But many problems
remain: balancing the preservation of natural and cultural re-

with the need to provide
for increasing numbers of visitors ; the huge costs of developing
g
and maintaining island sites;
bringing in fresh water and disposing of sewage and solid waste;
and the need for interagency
cooperation as well as cooperation with the City of Boston. Yet
everyone agrees: the islands are
beautiful and deserve continued
development as natural, cultural, and recreational resources
for the benefit of Bostonians,
residents of the Commonwealth,
and visitors. They hold vast educational and recreational potential for the young people of Boston and for us all.
sources
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