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Portrait of the Harbor: An Introduction
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AS THE CROWD BOARDS THE FERRY AT BOSTON’S LONG WHARF, a sense of anticipation mingles with the smells of salt water and suntan lotion filling the air. Young children tote their sand pails. Their parents carry coolers with picnic supplies. Intrepid campers haul their gear and tents. The women of the Red Hat Society scour the itinerary for their afternoon outing. It’s a diverse crowd, to be sure, but they all have one thing in common: they’re embarking on an island adventure.

Within moments, the ferry is underway, passing the burgeoning Seaport District and gliding underneath the bellies of jumbo jets landing at Logan Airport. Seagoing vessels of all varieties crowd the harbor. The spire of the Old North Church, the tower of the Custom House, and the rest of the city skyline dissolve in the mist, and a cool sea breeze tempers the sultry summer heat.

In no time at all the passengers arrive at their destination: Spectacle Island. It’s a completely different world from the one they just left. The canyon walls of Boston’s skyscrapers have been replaced by open skies. The chaos of the city streets has been supplanted by the tranquility of island life.


FERRY SERVICE
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At the time of publication, there is ferry service to seven of the thirty-four harbor islands. Spectacle and Georges are considered hub islands. Ferry service leaves from Long Wharf in Boston to Georges and Spectacle Islands, and from the Hingham Shipyard to Georges Island.

Inter-island ferry routes run from Georges Island to Spectacle, Lovells, and Peddocks Islands and from the Hingham Shipyard to Bumpkin, Grape, Peddocks, Georges, and Lovells Islands. Please ask the crew on board the mainland ferry about connecting to another island, as routes may change.

Timetables, fares, and information on free ferry days are available online at bostonharborislands.org, or call (617) 223-8666. The season runs from May to mid-October. (For Spectacle Island service from Winthrop and Squantum Point Park in Quincy, visit town.winthrop.ma.us/ferry.)

Special ferry service is provided to Thompson Island. See that chapter for additional information.



What is it about islands that speaks to the adventurer in each of us? Why do we experience such a thrill at being surrounded by water, cut off from the rest of the world? Isolated and remote, romantic and invigorating, islands offer the promise of solitude and exploration as well as an intimate communion with the natural world in one of its most extreme designs. Few landscapes possess the same drama, magic, or mystery, and as the waves crest along the shoreline, life and its innumerable routines are somehow put into perspective. Perhaps the mystery lies in the voyage itself. Whether you opt for the ferry, a kayak, or your own ship, the effort required to land on an island is integral to the overall experience. These miniature worlds, formed by a complex of geological forces, call on us to interact with our environment in ways that are increasingly less frequent.
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Spectacle Island is just one of the jewels in the Boston Harbor Islands national park area, which includes thirty-four islands and coastal peninsulas in a twelve-mile radius from downtown Boston. And it is just one of thirty- four chances from which to see Boston in a new light. Long before Frederick Law Olmsted conceived of his Emerald Necklace of parkland ringing Boston, the Boston Harbor Islands formed a “Sapphire Necklace” draped around Boston Neck—the narrow peninsula on which Boston was originally built. No other major city in the United States is blessed with such an island-studded harbor.



MARINAS AND ISLAND MOORINGS
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Moorings are available at Spectacle, Gallops, Georges, and Peddocks Islands. Reservations for day and overnight use can be made through Dockwa at dockwa.com or through the Dockwa app. With the exception of Spectacle Island, docks are for passenger pick-up and drop-off only. For more information, visit bostonharborislands.org/boating.



More than one hundred thousand people a year travel by ferry to the harbor islands, drawn by the rare opportunity to visit unspoiled landscapes and wildlife features within the confines of an urban center. This urban oasis is an area of breathtaking beauty and spectacular vistas. Filled with colorful tales of hermits, ghosts, pirates, shipwrecks, and buried treasure, the ruins of forts and summer estates fascinate explorers of all ages. Like the ebbing and flowing tide, the city’s history laps up on their shores, and the harbor islands are a prism through which we can view the history of Boston and, to a large extent, the United States.

It’s not too grand a statement to say that Boston would not be the city it is today without its harbor islands. In fact, the islands built John Winthrop’s nascent “city upon a hill.” Colonists harvested timber from the mature forests that grew on the islands to construct homes and wharves. The slate quarried from their shores paved the city streets. Livestock that grazed and crops that grew on the denuded harbor islands fed the growing colony. What’s more, the islands afforded Boston protection from nature’s fury and enemy attack, creating one of the safest and most commodious harbors in the world, which in turn allowed Boston to become a thriving maritime power.

Indeed, nature proved to be a fine engineer when she designed Boston Harbor and sculpted its island cluster. The massive glaciers that engulfed Boston during the Ice Age more than fifteen thousand years ago left behind smooth mounds of sand, gravel, and rock called “drumlins”—in profile, they’ve been described as upside-down teaspoons. As the ice sheets melted, the water level rose, and the drumlins were surrounded by Boston Harbor, formed between the two outstretched arms of Winthrop and Hull that seem to clutch the islands in their warm embrace. (Bunker Hill and Beacon Hill are both drumlins as well.) Afloat within the vast estuary ecosystem formed by the salty Massachusetts Bay and the freshwater of the Charles, Mystic, and Neponset Rivers, the Boston Harbor Islands are a geological rarity, forming the only drumlin “swarm” in the United States that intersects a coastline.

While the harbor islands have created natural breakwaters that bear the brunt of ferocious gales and the open sea, they have also provided easily defensible locations to protect Boston from enemy attack. From the establishment of a fort on Castle Island in 1634 until just after World War II, the Boston Harbor Islands were home to active military fortifications that deterred potential naval incursions, trained soldiers, and housed prisoners of war. In their darkest moment, the islands were used during King Philip’s War in 1675 and 1676 to intern Native Americans.

For centuries, the Boston Harbor Islands have served as a gateway to Boston and America. For more than three hundred years, the towering beacon of Boston Light on Little Brewster Island, the oldest light station in America, has been a welcome sight for thousands of tempest-tossed mariners arriving from around the world. Today, of course, most visitors to Boston arrive by air, but the islands outside the cabin windows still greet this new generation of travelers who touch down along the harbor shores at Logan Airport.
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Beginning in the 1840s, for the tens of thousands of immigrants starting a new life in a new land, the first piece of American soil on which these “huddled masses” stepped was often at the quarantine and immigration stations on the islands. In fact, so many immigrants passed through the Boston Harbor Islands that they were considered as an alternative site for the Statue of Liberty when New York City was having trouble raising money to build its pedestal in the early 1880s.

The rise in immigration nearly doubled the population of Boston between 1840 and 1860, and those seeking relief from the congested city sought out recreational activities in the harbor and on its islands. Island inns and resorts popped up during the nineteenth century. Summer colonies took root. And steamships crisscrossed the harbor bringing day trippers to and from island destinations. While most Bostonians took to the harbor to enjoy its cool, salubrious breezes, others sought out activities that were frowned upon by puritanical Boston. These remote, offshore locations provided the perfect venues for unsanctioned boxing matches, gambling, and opium parties.
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Boston also turned to its harbor islands as a place to exile its sick and downtrodden and house its social institutions. The islands provided faraway places to sequester people and material that Bostonians didn’t want in the city proper. In this regard, the history of the islands is very much the history of Boston’s reform impulse. Asylums, poorhouses, hospitals, and prisons were situated on many of the harbor islands. Likewise, as many as four islands were the home to quarantine stations, which protected the city from outbreaks of smallpox and other deadly, contagious diseases. Many victims of those diseases died on the islands, and today these forgotten cemeteries are as common as the ruins of old military installations.

Of course, as Bostonians know all too well, long before the colonists dumped their tea into the harbor, they were draining their sewage into it. The city also sent its garbage to the islands, and the Spectacle Island land-fill is perhaps the most notorious example of the disregard Bostonians had for their islands and waterways. Centuries of this environmental degradation took their toll on the health of the harbor and its aquatic life, and by 1987, the water quality in Boston Harbor was so poor that the federal government identified it as the dirtiest in America. The banner headline across the top of the Boston Herald on April 28, 1987, said it all: “Harbor of Shame.”

Though it’s hard to fathom given the level of pollution, the islands were the last open frontier available for the continuing sprawl of Boston and under the threat of development throughout the 1960s and 1970s. The most sweeping proposal called for the construction of a high-rise apartment community—connected to downtown by subways, ferries, and bridges—that could house as many as 150,000 people. There were also proposals, building on Boston’s long tradition of land-making, to fill in the harbor around some of the islands to build a new airport and a world’s fair site. Islands—such as Apple, Bird, and Governor’s—were indeed lost to this practice, and now remain buried somewhere beneath Logan Airport.

Luckily, the Boston Harbor Islands had their champions who fought to prevent development, clean up the harbor, and preserve their exquisite natural beauty. One of the most significant was the late Edward Rowe Snow, the master storyteller and historian who wrote dozens of books on New England maritime history, many of which included stories about Boston Harbor and its islands. Through his writings and radio programs, Snow brought the lively history and legends surrounding the islands to the attention of a new generation of Bostonians. No one who followed Snow on his tour through the dark corridors of Fort Warren will forget his tale of the Lady in Black.

Taking up Snow’s mantle, advocates of the harbor and the islands successfully pressed in federal court during the 1980s for the $4.5 billion cleanup of Boston Harbor, the centerpiece of which was the new waste-water treatment plant on Deer Island that opened in 2001. Ruling that “the law secures to the people the right to a clean harbor,” federal district court judge A. David Mazzone served as a mighty force overseeing the cleanup project for nearly two decades. The project has transformed the harbor from one of the dirtiest to one of the cleanest, and it has led to a rebirth of the islands. Likewise, another major Boston construction project, the Big Dig, transformed Spectacle Island from a garbage dump to the national park area’s reborn jewel.

The cleanup of the harbor played a pivotal role in the creation of the Boston Harbor Islands National Recreation Area in 1996. (Native Americans objected to the term “recreation area” to describe the islands where their ancestors were incarcerated and died during King Philip’s War, so the islands are now referred to as a “national park area.”) The national park area is unique in that the National Park Service owns none of its 1,600 acres, and the islands are owned and maintained by a complex partnership of federal, state, city, and nonprofit agencies, which seeks to maintain the right balance between the islands’ role as a source for recreation and a preserve for scenery, wildlife, and historic sites.
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At the Boston Harbor Islands Welcome Center on the Rose Kennedy Greenway, visitors can get information about the national park area from park rangers and volunteers and view interpretive panels and a granite topographical map of the islands inlaid in the ground.



With the completion of the Big Dig and the blossoming of the Rose Kennedy Greenway, Boston is rediscovering its waterfront and its nautical heritage. At the Boston Harbor Islands Welcome Center on the Greenway, park rangers and interpretive panels enlighten a new generation to the endless number of adventures that can be found just a short boat ride away. History buffs can explore lighthouses, ruins, and the military installations that have protected Boston from the time of its founding through World War II. Adventure seekers can scuba dive amid centuries-old shipwrecks. Boaters can venture to the outer islands, a breathtaking ocean wilderness that marks the edge of civilization. Anglers can fish for striped bass, bluefish, and flounder in the revitalized harbor waters. The wandering trails on many of the islands are perfect for day-hikes, and several islands are available for overnight camping. Summer weekends provide a wide variety of cultural and educational programs—from old-time baseball games, jazz concerts, and art installations, to children’s programs, citizen science activities, and ranger-led tours.

Nature lovers will be enthralled by the islands’ diverse flora and fauna that thrive in a range of habitats from tidal salt marshes to rocky shores to woodlands. In many regards, the Boston Harbor Islands are New England’s backyard Galapagos. With the loss of biodiversity on the planet at an all-time high, the harbor islands provide a natural laboratory for scientists and the public to explore nature’s evolution and how multiple, diverse human impacts affect natural systems.
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Botanists have identified more than five hundred plant species on the islands, many of them non-native due to changes in habitat caused by human deforestation or the introduction of invasive species. With more than two hundred species of birds, the Boston Harbor Islands are considered an Important Bird Area by organizations such as Mass Audubon. Small mammals, such as rabbits, raccoons, and foxes, have been found on the islands, and thanks to the cleanup of the harbor, seals and porpoises have returned to the outer islands. Humpback whales have been spotted splashing around in Boston Harbor, and tide pools along the shores are teeming with a micro-wilderness of aquatic life. These habitats serve as unique living classrooms for Boston-area schoolchildren brought to the islands by nonprofit groups and summer camps.

In some respects, the undeveloped landscapes on many islands make it easy to imagine what this part of the world looked like when the first group


GETTING THERE AND GOING ASHORE
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A number of islands are open to visitation, but lack docks; boaters who would like to go ashore will often need a flat-bottom raft, dinghy, or kayak.
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Boston Harbor Islands TOP TEN

1. Scale to the top of Boston Light. Take a guided tour of the oldest light station in the country and climb the seventy-six spiral steps and two short ladders to come face-to-face with the lighthouse’s giant Fresnel lens.

2. Take a dip. Grab your bathing suit, towel, and suntan lotion and head to the sand and surf at Spectacle Island’s life-guarded beach.

3. Wander Fort Warren’s dark passages. Explore the spooky tunnels of this historic fort that once held Confederate prisoners during the Civil War.

4. Pitch a tent. Camp out on the islands and catch unforgettable sunrises and sunsets in the shadows of the city skyline. Spend the night on Grape Island for the most bucolic setting, or if “glamping” is more your style, rent one of the yurts with bunk beds and electricity on Peddocks Island.

5. Grab a paddle. Beginning kayakers can spend the afternoon exploring the Hingham Harbor islands, while experienced kayakers can brave the outer harbor to visit the Brewsters.

6. Scale Thompson Island’s ropes and climbing walls. Participate in one of Outward Bound’s programs and challenge your limitations by conquering the ropes course and climbing towers.

7. Pack a lunch. There are fantastic spots to picnic on all the harbor islands, but the picnic areas on Bumpkin and Great Brewster Islands offer unparalleled vistas.

8. Brush up on your fish tales. Fish populations are rebounding along with the harbor’s water quality. Striped bass, bluefish, flounder, and cod are among the fish that are biting.

9. Follow your feathered friends. Grab a pair of binoculars and try to spot some of the two hundred species of birds that frequent the Boston Harbor Islands.

10. See Boston in a new light. There’s no better view of the city and harbor than from Spectacle Island’s 157-foot-high north drumlin.




of Puritans aboard the Arbella passed by in 1630. Since then, these islands have had a front-row seat for some of the most seminal moments in the long sweep of American history: A tea party in 1773, which rippled through the harbor and grew into waves of freedom washing over America. The departure of the last British troops driven out by a band of colonists in 1776. The arrival of the first “coffin ships” carrying Irish famine victims in Black ’47. The launch of Donald McKay’s fleet clippers, such as the Flying Cloud, that would rule the seas in the 1850s. And the return of the celebrated 54th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry Regiment from bloody Civil War battlefields.
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A Boston Harbor Islands ferry approaches Spectacle Island with Thompson Island in the background.



But there is a quieter history of the islands, too, though no less important, and it speaks to the bond between Bostonians and the sea. As the last frontier in the Boston area, the islands tell us about the peopling of New England. From the Native Americans who seasonally camped on the islands to the Portuguese fishermen who lived in shanties on their shores; from the Brahmins who built unapproachable estates high above the crashing waves to the hermits who lived like cast-aways—the harbor islands are awash in the history of hearty New Englanders drawn to the ocean.

Each island of Boston Harbor has its own distinctive personality and its own story to tell, and this urban archipelago offers a unique chance to journey into nature and back into time—all within the shadows of the city skyline. So set sail. Pack your imagination and your love of adventure. There’s an island out there, waiting for you.

For information about public programming, check online at bostonharborislands.org. See Resources for more information about recreational opportunities on and around the harbor islands.






The Heart of the Harbor
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Georges Island

WITH ITS LABYRINTH OF DIMLY LIT PASSAGEWAYS, underground dungeons, spooky tunnels, and a drawbridge spanning a dry moat, mighty and historic Fort Warren on Georges Island is one of the most visited attractions on the harbor islands. Though it was active from the 1850s through World War II, Fort Warren’s most notable role came when it served as a prison for Confederate soldiers and politicians during the Civil War. A visit to Fort Warren, now an important National Historic Landmark, promises a fascinating, hands-on lesson in history and a ghost story worthy of a good campfire.

Originally known as Pemberton Island (after James Pemberton of Hull, who owned and farmed the island in the seventeenth century), it was rechristened Georges Island by 1710. According to some accounts, the island took its new name from Boston merchant John George Jr., who may have owned land on the island and was likely the same merchant who petitioned the Massachusetts legislature to build Boston Light in 1713.

One of Georges Island’s first military moments came during the Revolutionary War, when a large earthwork (a fortification made by altering the landscape) was built in 1778 on the eastern side of the island. At the time, the French fleet was anchored in the harbor for repairs, and the earthwork defended it against the British navy, which was still lurking about Boston Harbor even though they had evacuated the city on March 17, 1776.

The British may have lost America during the Revolutionary War, but thirty-odd years later they managed to successfully cripple Boston’s commerce with a naval blockade during the War of 1812. As a result, the United States military decided to upgrade its fortifications along the Eastern seaboard, and the federal government acquired the island for coastal defense in 1825. Because of its strategic location at the throat of the Narrows—the city’s main shipping channel until the twentieth century—Georges Island was a natural choice as the site for the new fort.
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By 1825, however, heavy erosion and the sale of sand and gravel to passing ships in need of ballast had diminished Georges Island to half of its original size. The first act taken by the federal government after it purchased the island, therefore, was to build a massive seawall to protect it from further disappearing. By 1833, construction on the fort began in earnest. Fort Warren’s ingenious (and very European) design was the brainchild of Sylvanus Thayer, an early superintendent of the U.S. Military Academy known as “the Father of West Point.” (Around Boston, he is also remembered as the founder of Thayer Academy in Braintree.) Though the fort was neither attacked nor ever required to fire its cannons, Thayer’s design, which incorporated impenetrable oak doors, portcullises, and a tremendous amount of armament, ensured it would have been ready. The fort was named in honor of Dr. Joseph Warren, a patriot hero who died in the Battle of Bunker Hill—though the name was actually transferred from an existing fort on Governor’s Island, which eventually vanished from the map when it was incorporated into Logan Airport.

It would take decades for teams of stonemasons, carpenters, blacksmiths, and other laborers to complete this massive construction project, which was constantly plagued by delays in appropriations and a lack of skilled labor (not an entirely unfamiliar saga to present-day Bostonians). When the military originally purchased Georges Island, it was composed of two drumlins, a topography similar to the East Head of Peddocks Island. Though the design of the fort took advantage of the island’s landscape by incorporating the two hills into earthwork protection for the fort, some resculpting had to occur. Lowering and moving these hills in order to accommodate the fort was a considerable task, especially since the work was done by hand, using 536 picks and shovels and 406 wheelbarrows. Moving the granite blocks used to build the fort’s twelve-foot-thick foundation walls was no easy feat either. Quarried at Cape Ann and Quincy, the granite blocks were unloaded onto carts at the island’s dock, pulled uphill by oxen, and lifted into place by large derricks. It took so long to build Fort Warren that by the time the Civil War began, the fort was still not fully functional, and its defensive design was considered virtually obsolete.


Union soldiers stationed at Fort Warren during the early days of the war are credited with composing the lyrics to the famous marching song “John Brown’s Body,” which was sung to a tune from an old Methodist revivalist hymn that began, “Say, brothers, will you meet us?” According to some accounts, the song may not have been originally composed to honor the “real” John Brown, the famed abolitionist leader who raided Harper’s Ferry, but to poke fun at a soldier at Fort Warren who shared the same name. Regardless, the men of the Massachusetts Infantry who trained at Fort Warren carried the song with them into battle, and its popularity quickly spread through the Union ranks. The rhythm and memorable chorus of “John Brown’s Body” made it a natural marching song. When Julia Ward Howe heard Union troops singing the song while marching into battle, she was inspired to write an alternative set of lyrics. Those words, combined with the original melody, became an American anthem: “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.”

A little more than six months after the first shots were fired at Fort Sumter, the federal government decided to transport Confederate prisoners to Fort Warren, which was under the command of Colonel Justin Dimick. The veteran officer was told to ready the fort for the arrival of 150 prisoners, so he was understandably shocked when, on Halloween in 1861, a boatload of more than eight hundred men docked at the island. Fort Warren was overrun and ill-prepared, which resulted in food rations and prisoners sleeping on floors. A newspaper account from November 1861 reported that when the prisoners arrived at Fort Warren “pity rather than the hatred of the visitors was excited by the sad spectacle.” Bostonians responded by donating food, beds, and other supplies to assist the Confederate prisoners, hoping that their proper treatment might inspire equal compassion toward Union prisoners of war. Additionally, these acts of generosity bolstered the moral high ground of abolitionists.

The most prominent prisoners held at Fort Warren were James Mason and John Slidell, who arrived within a month of the first prisoners. The capture of Mason and Slidell, who were dispatched by Confederate president Jefferson Davis to Europe on a diplomatic mission, provoked the international incident now known as the Trent Affair. The pair were intercepted by Union troops and captured aboard the British mail steamer Trent. The British, outraged that one of their ships had been boarded by Union troops, put their fleet on notice and demanded that the two Confederate commissioners
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Jay Schmidt on Fort Warren

Ever since Jay Schmidt first visited Fort Warren as a young boy in 1957, he was fascinated by the fort and its history. That curiosity spurred him to spend years researching and writing a book on the fort. Jay talks about his first trip to Fort Warren and his favorite story from its rich history.

“My friend’s father was a pilot on a Boston fire boat, and they did harbor cruises on Sundays to inspect facilities. He invited my father, my two brothers, and me to go out to Georges Island. I had no idea there was even a fort out there. At that time, it was in disrepair. The parade ground had not been mown in years—the grass was three feet high—and every room we went into had broken-down timbers and piles of lumber all over the floor. But I was fascinated by the fort and by the stories the caretaker told us. He mentioned Mason and Slidell, and we had just studied them in school. We had such a good time running around the fort and ever since then, I’ve always been interested in what went on there.

“My favorite story about Fort Warren is the one about the four Confederate prisoners who escaped in 1863 near the sallyport. They slipped out through one of the musketry loopholes and went up and over the coverface. But it turns out the night was too windy and rough to swim off the island, so they had to go back inside the fort, climbing up a rope they had left hanging from the loophole. They waited a couple of nights for the weather to clear, and they escaped again. Two of them were captured in the bushes, but the other two successfully sailed over to Lovells on a large pine board target. The ones who escaped were eventually captured by a revenue cutter near Portland, Maine, and returned to the fort.”




be released from Fort Warren. President Abraham Lincoln feared a rift with the British and eventually acquiesced, releasing Mason and Slidell on New Year’s Day in 1862.


[image: Fort Warren exterior.]
Fort Warren exterior.



Other notable Confederate figures detained at Fort Warren were former Kentucky Governor Charles Morehead, Baltimore Mayor George William Brown, General Simon Bolivar Buckner, and Alexander Hamilton Stephens, the vice president of the Confederacy. While life for the prisoners varied depending on their status, rank, and wealth, conditions were never that severe. Indeed, many prisoners praised Dimick for his kindness and humane treatment. When the orders came in March 1862 to direct Buckner to solitary confinement, Dimick was reportedly so distressed that he wept while conveying the order—and was ultimately consoled by Buckner himself, a Confederate general! Dimick garnered so much respect that both Union and Confederate officers served as pallbearers at his funeral in 1871.

Wealthier political prisoners and officers were allowed to supply themselves with whatever luxuries they could afford and make arrangements to buy. More regulations were enforced as the war went on, but in its infancy, prisoners were allowed to receive newspapers, letters, gifts, and even alcohol. When weather permitted, they were allowed outside the doors of their quarters to congregate, walk, or have a smoke.


[image: The main entrance to Fort Warren.]
The main entrance to Fort Warren.




Only thirteen Confederate prisoners out of the hundreds and hundreds who passed through the gates of Fort Warren died on the island, and none were killed by Union troops. In fact, the only recorded executions that occurred on Fort Warren were of two deserters from the Union army: Charles Carpenter and Matthew Riley, “bounty jumpers” who would repeatedly enlist in units to collect a cash bounty, desert, and then join another unit under an assumed name to collect another bounty. They were captured, convicted by a court-martial, and executed by a military firing squad on April 22, 1864.

Of course, if you were to ask anyone familiar with Georges Island what its most enduring story is, they would respond by telling you about The “Lady in Black.” Popularized by author and historian Edward Rowe Snow, this tale is now an essential part of the island’s fabric.

According to the legend, the wife of a Confederate prisoner, dressed as a man and brandishing a pistol, snuck into the fort in an attempt to free her newlywed husband. She succeeded in reaching her husband’s cell, but as they tried to escape the dungeon, Union troops discovered their scheme and notified Colonel Dimick. When the colonel came upon the pair, the wife fired at Dimick, but her gun exploded and killed her husband instead. Dimick had no choice but to order the woman to hang as a spy. Before her execution, she requested that she be properly dressed in women’s clothing. She was given black robes and hanged from the gallows.

From the Civil War through World War II, many a soldier stationed on the parapets claimed to see the frightening ghost of the Lady in Black, who is said to prowl through the fort’s many passageways to this day. As far back as January 1862, the Gloucester Telegraph reported that sentinels keeping midnight rounds saw a spiritual phenomenon near some of the rebel graves. The soldiers reported spying the image of an old woman “vindictively frisking about the ruins of an old building from which she was ejected some time previous to her death.” Whether or not Georges Island has a resident ghost is hard to verify, of course, but one thing is for certain—a possible sighting of the Lady in Black was as good an excuse as any when it came to getting out of a monotonous night of guard duty.
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The visitor center and food pavilion at the Georges Island dock.



The fort remained active through the Spanish-American War, World War I, and World War II, and was increasingly fortified with more powerful guns. During the world wars, Fort Warren was used to monitor and control the mines planted in the southern part of Boston Harbor. After World War II, and with the onset of the atomic age, Fort Warren was rendered militarily useless, abandoned, and taken over by the state of Massachusetts. Georges Island was considered as the location for a toxic waste dump in the 1950s, but thanks in part to the efforts of Edward Rowe Snow, those plans were thwarted. Today, a memorial to Snow graces the island he helped to popularize and save, and a shade shelter bears his name.

Georges Island’s scenic picnic grounds, open fields, and gravel beach draw as many visitors as Fort Warren itself. Along with Spectacle Island, fifty-three-acre Georges Island is the most-visited island in the harbor chain. It is a forty-five-minute ferry ride from Long Wharf in Boston, and visitors can transfer there for inter-island ferry service to Spectacle, Lovells, Ped-docks, Grape, and Bumpkin Islands.

Throughout the summer, Georges Island offers a wide variety of public programs such as Civil War encampments and old-time baseball games. Guided tours of Fort Warren are available daily, and a visitor center brings the history of Fort Warren, its prisoners and enlisted men, and Boston’s coastal defenses to life with interactive exhibits and a short film. Don’t miss the exhibit that shows what prisoners and soldiers ate at Fort Warren during the Civil War. You might be surprised to learn that many Confederate prisoners dined much more sumptuously than Union enlisted men. If the display makes you hungry, pick up something to eat at the seasonal snack bar under the covered pavilion that sports views of the Boston skyline. Kids can soak up the sun in the adjacent playground that features slides and a replica of Fort Warren.
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