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ADMINISTRATIVE HISTORY

or

FIRE ISLAND NATIONAL SEASHORE

Long Island is the child of the Ice Ace and Fire Island is the child of the
sea. Four glaciers, the first a millior years znd the last 25,000 years ago
descended from the Artic in a swath thousands of miles wide, as far south as
Long Island. They carried with them a mass of ice, earth, stone and sand thousands
of feet thick and created, as they moved, the Sound, the central elevation, the
plains and most of the Island’s other topographical features.

In the few thousands of years since, (3 to 5) were formed the barrier beaches
which now intervene between the Scuth Shore and the seas —- Fire Island and its
counterparts: to the west, the Rockaways and Joress Beach; to the east, the
Happtons.

Fire Island is a child of the sea. It developed as great rollers, too large
to travel to the mainland, broke in the shallow water, at distances ranging
between a mile and ten miles from the shore. In their forward motion, the huge
breakers scooped up material from the oczarn floor and deposited it, as they fell
back in the form of sand bars. The original ancestral barrier island was probably
several miles to the south. It has migrated northward as sea level rose, and
this process continues today. Over the centuries, the sand bars erew higher and
formed a chain of islets. Eventually the islets were joined together to form
the present continuous beach. On Pne hand the bteach is constantly being destroyed
by the powers of erosion -- the massive storm waves and the tidal curreats
operating between the freat South Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. On the other hand,
it is being built up by the deposits carried tc the ocean front by the parallel
"longshore,”" wind-made waves. The erosive action usually proceeds from east to
west. Depending on wind direction on arny given day, sand may be moving east, or
west, or not at all. tlowever, the général trend over a year is for sané to move
west because that is the prevailing wind direction. The inlets all along the
barrier beaches off the south shore constantly shift westward.

By 1743 there were sevenr inlets east of Firc Island. In more recent times
Moriches Inlet, which now separates Tira Island from the Hampten beaches, was
opened up by the high waves and tides of the storm of March 14, 1931. The sea
that destroyed also built up. As it tore open stretches of beach to create some
inlets, so it deposited sand elsewhere to close up others. The seven inlets
east of Fire Island reported in 1743 are now sealed.

In 1825 the Tederal Sovermment bhad constructed a lighthouse at the extreme
western tip of Fire Island. Xs late as 1356, a2 boatman sailing through the
Inlet could toss a newspaper to the lighthousekceper. Less than 100 vears later,
five miles of sand had accumulated betweer the lighthouse and the western end
of the island: a newsbey delivering papers from the Inlet to the lighthouse would
have a2 long toss to make.



To halt the westward drift of the Island, the U.S. Govermment with the
cooperation of State and County authorities, in 1941 built a stone jetty at

Democrat Point 4,800 feet long, projecting into the Atlantic Ocean at right
angles to the shore.

HISTORY

Giovanni da Verrazano was the first white man to see Fire Island. He was
in the service of the King of France. He entered New York Harbor in 1524 then
cruised northeast -- past the Rockaways, Fire Island and Montauk Point. It was
almost a hundred years later that a white man first trod the soil of Eastern
Long Island. A Dutch trader, Adrian Block, landed at Montauk in the spring of
that year, to claim the territory for Holland. Before Dutch settlers began
moving into the area in any great numbers, the English, spreading out from their
first colony at Plymouth, had founded in 1638 two settlements on Eastern Long
Island -- actually the first English settlements in New York State —- Southhold
on the Sound and Southampton on the Atlantic. English control of all of Long
Island developed rapidly thereafter. The Town of Brookhaven (which exercises
cdntrol over the eastern half of Fire Island) was founded in 1655. The Indian
tribes were exterminated, or driven into exile in Oneilda County in upper New
York State. By 1664 Long Island and Fire Island were completiely Fngldsh.

As early as 1653 the white men were quickly learning the ways of the Indians
in utilizing the resources of Fire Island. In that year, Isaac Stratford of
Babylon set up a shore whaling station on the Island (the name Whalehouse Point
still persists). Stratford's crews would carry their whaleboats across the
Island to the ocean side, build crude shelters and erect a lookout from which
a man could watch for the spouting of a whale. "Whale Off!" he would cry when
the great beast was sighted, and the boats would be launched into the rough surf.

The whalers built great fires -- for warmth, to warn off ships which might
otherwise run aground on the offshore sand reef and to try the oil out of the
whale blubber. One school of historians believe that Fire Island got its name
from the number of fires built for this purpose. Another theory is that the
"fire'" refers to the scarlet color of the various plants in the fall -- poison
ivy, virginia creeper, oak, maple, etc. The most widely accepted theory is
that the pame is simply the result of early typographic error.

According to early records of the Town of Brookhaven, "Five Islands' were
patented to William Nicholls in the year 1688. There would have been five
islands then because of the number of inlets cutting through the beach from
the ocean to bay. In later charts of the area, the letters in the word "Five"
were blurred or obscured and the "v" was misread as an "r".

Whaling, then salvaging shipwrecks, and slave-running were the Island's
principadl industries in the 18th century. The submerged offn~hore reef has
trapped some 200 ships, since the first records in 1657. Carnpoes of all kinds
in transit to and from New York would be hurled on the beach by the pounding
waves; and men accumulated fortunes from the booty they gathered on the beach.

Just as greedy were slave runners who built stockades on the Island as a



temporary way-stations in their two-way traffic in living merchandise. On the
one hand, Negroes shipped directly from the Gold Coast of Africa would be
secretly transferred across the bay and sold into bondage. The reason they

transported slaves via Fire Island was to avoid paying the head tax at the
Port of New York.

On the other hand, freedmen, Northern Negroes who had earned their liberty,
were kidnapped and held in the Fire Island slave pens until their shipment to
the South could be arranged.

There were hidden treasures toco. The belief that Fire Island was once
inhabited by pirates is an established historical fact. The Island became
notorious as the scene of numerous wrecked ships. In fact, the first inhabitant
of the Island was Jeremiah Smith described as ''savage, murderous and shunned
by Whites and Indians alike' who amassed a fortune from his shipwrecking operations
on the beach.

Captain Kidd himself had lived on Long Island; and pirates were rumored to
;have buried their loot on the isolated Fire Island beach.

In the early 1700's a retired sea captain, strolling along the beach, spotted
the neck of a huge crock sticking out of the side of a dune; inside it he found
a fortune in gold coins. A few years later, Lucius Place, a Brooklyn school-
teacher, dug up a cask containing a great number of gems and several bags of
silver coins. In 1812 a poor farmhand discovered 38 gold pieces on the site of
the present day Point 0'Woods.

Treasure-troving still persists. Every season or so, one sees a party of
fortune hunters emerge from the ferry, rucksacks on their backs, spades and
metal sensing devices in hand. With seeming casualness they'll amble slowly to
the edge of town and then disappear mysteriously behind the dunes for a
weekend of digging. They work hard at their excavations and probably unearth
nothing more precious than the brass knob of a discarded bedstead.

In the three centuries since Isaac Stratford established his whaling
station, the Island has undergone many changes. It has developed into a
vacation land whose few year-round inhabitants derive their living from providing
goods and services to the summer residents.

By the middle of the 19th century, David Sammis on the site of the present

day Kismet, and the Parkinsons on the site of Cherry Grove were catering to
sailing parties from the mainland, brought tc the South Shore boat towns by the
expanding Long Island Railroad. By the turn of the century, most of the

present day communities had been organized. A new hotel in Water Island was
accommodating no less a personage than a President of the United States, Theodore
Roosevelt, who had established a summer White House at his home in Oyster Bay and

would bring his family across Long Island and the Great South Bay for extended
weekends.

The summer people who came to the Island were essentially in the genteel,
respectable middle class.

The war changed all that. During the early 1920's the Island found fame as



a Bohemian retreat. The rum flowed in and the whine of high speed Coast Guard
cutters slashed the early morning air. The beaches were littered with copies
of Variety and Billboard, the saloons cluttered with penciled manuscripts and
blue air, and back porches were congested by the acrid smell of oils. But

behind all this frivolity business continued in the form of rampant real estate
speculation.

The age of the bootlagger on Fire Island was also the ace of jazz, of the
flapper, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and young Fannie Brice and Billy Rose.

The hurricane of September 1938 almost completely devastated part of the
Island. The years of World War II, with blackouts, Coast Guard alerts against
the possible landirz of Nazi saboteurs, the curtailment of travel -- these
were years of comparative quiet. The homes destroyed by the great storm were
not being replaced. Few people had the time or the money for extended vacations.
With the post-war years, the Island had experienced a surge of both private
and public development. Within existing communities almost all the available
building lots have been purchased and occupied.

After the hurricane of 1938, the construction of a road the length of the
barrier beach was proposed by Robert Hoses to stabilize the dunes and prevent
further damage. Conservationists opposed this plan because it would destroy
the natural character of the beach. The coming of World War II prevented action
on this or other protection proposals.

In the mid-1950's concern over continued private development and use of the
Nation's shorelines prompted Federal interest in identifyific, and conserving
significant segments of the Nation's ocean and lake shores for public use.
Studies undertaken by the National Park Service between 1954 and 1958, identified
Fire Island as one of several coastal areas that should be obtained by
governmental agencies to assure public access to ocean areas.

After the storm of 1962, the State of New York proposed a four-lane controlled
access ocean parkway atop a 300 foot wide strip of Atlantic shore dunes to
connect a bridge from Long Island at the western end of Fire Island near Fire
Island Inlet with the Smith Point County Bridge and Park four miles west of
Moriches Inlet at the eastern end. This was essentially the same proposal
made by Robert Moses following the 1938 hurricane. The proposal again brought
immediate protests from owners of summer homes on Fire Island and conservation
groups fearing destruction of the Island's natural environment and charm.

In 1962 August, two identical bills were introduced in Congress to show
congressional support for the establishment of a Hational Seashore on Fire
Island. Following this, nmmerous other bills based on Department of the
Interior recommendations of Juné 10, 1963 were introduced., These recommendations
called for the establishment of a National Seashore stretching from Fire Island
Inlet to Shinnecock Inlet, a distance of 52 miles. WNotable among these bills
was S. 1365, authored by Senmators Javits and Keating of New York.

A field hearing relating to bills before the ‘ouse was held at Oakdale,
New York on September 30, 1963. While strong support for the Seashore was
evident at this meeting, major opposition to inclusion of the 20 miles of beach



from Moriches Inlet to Shinnecock Inlet was voiced by residents of the Town of
Southampton in which the strip was located. The majority of disapproval came
from residents of a concentrated residential area situated in the middle 13
miles of that strip.

The bill in its final form eliminated this 20 miles of beach from Moriches
Inlet to Shinnecock Inlet and a five mile stretch of proposed seashore which
included Robert Moses State Park (formerly the Fire Island State Park) and U.S.
Coast Guard reservation on the western end.

The bill was passed by both the Senate and House in August, 1964. The
President signed it and it became law on September 11, 1964.

Prior to, and during the period of legislative action, numerous private
organizations worked in support of the seashore proposal. Among these was
the Citizen's Committee for a Fire Island Mational Seashore which worked to
gain Long Island as well as Fire Island support for the seashore proposal.
Others included such local groups as the Long Island Beach Buggy Association,
Inc., League of Women Voters. Various national groups also lent their support,
including the Sierra Club, Sport Fishing Institute, National Wildlife Federation
and Garden Clubs of America.

In October of 1964 an office was opened in rooms at the Sayville Motor
Lodge at Sayville, New York. The initial staff included Superintendent Henry
G. Schmidt, who transferred from Isle Royale National Park; Land Acquisition
Officer Leslie W. Piel, who transferred from Cape Cod National Seashore and
Secretary Betty Thompson, who transferred from the Bureau of Sport Fisheries
and Wildlife. We now have 35 permanent employees and 59 seasonals for a
total of 94 employees. We have come a long way from those days -- in our first
office our desks were doors laid out between two saw horses and our files were
kept in cardboard boxes. In a few months an office was found at 8 West Main Street
on the second floor over Woolworth's Store. In 1970 we moved our headquarters
to 65 Oak Street in Patchogue and we moved to our present headquarters at 120
Laurel Street in May of 1976. Negotiations were initiated with owners of
unimproved properties on Fire Island and local appraisers were contracted for
contract work. Key regional personnel responsible for the seashore's establishment
visited to orient the new Superintendent.

In 1965 additional tract appraisals were received and the first direct
payment for seashore lands was accomplished on March 10, 1965 with the purchase
of the .183 Albert Brower Tract near Whalehouse Point.

As of June 1977 the status of our land acquisition is:

12,378.19 acres Public ownership

1,034.01 acres Private ownership

5,944.35 acres Federal ownership
19,356.55 acres Total acreage within the Park

(land and water)



MANAGEMENT

There have been four Superintendents at Fire Island National Seashore. Henr:
G. Schmidt was the first, Tom Norris, who is now Superintendent at Assateague was
the second, Jim Godbolt was the third and is now Assistant Superintednent at
Rocky Mountain National Park, and Dick Marks, who transferred from the Washington
Office is the fourth.

Under the Service's area cluster management Fire Island National Seashore and
the New York City National Park Service Group were merged into a single administrative
unit late in 1966, A GS-15 Superintendent position was established to oversee
the grouping and was filled by Hank Schmidt. Simultaneously a new position of
Assistant Superintendent was established to administer Fire Island. Thomas F.
Norris, Jr. arrived at Fire Island to fill this position. In June 1967 a Management
Appraisal Team visited Fire Island and among the things they recommended was
the reestablishment of the Seashore as an independent management unit. In J2nuary
1971 James W. Godbolt became Assistant Superintendent of Fire Island National
Seashore. 1In the spring of that year Mr. Godbolt's title was subsequently changed
to, Superintendent. He recommended certain organizational changes in the staff
at Fire Island. In February 1972 the area was divided into two units: East and
West. Each was headed by a Unit Manager. All Maintenance and Protection and
Maintenance and Rehabilitation functions were placed under the respective Unit
Managers giving each the opportunity to plan and program a complete park operation.
Under the reorganization, two Maintenance Supervisors and two Supervisory Ranger
positions under the Unit Managers were created. After another management appraisal
team visit in 1973, they recommended that the Unit Manager form of organizational
operation be changed back to staff and line as there were too many layers of
supervision. This was done in 1973. 1In 1976 the organizational makeup of Fire
Island National Seashore was changed again to a direct line operation.

MASTER PLAN

In 1964, preliminary Master Plan work was begun. Discussions were held with
Charles S. Lowery, President of the Fire Island Association, Inc., and the Board
of Directors of Great South Beach Buggy Association, the towns, and many others
regarding control of beach buggys on the seashore and squatters use of seashore
property. During the early months of 1965, these discussions provided numerous
opportunities to develop important new proposals for the llaster Plan. The first
Master Plan was signed in July, 1965 by the Superintendent and sent to Region
and Washington for approval -- but was never released. It is interesting to note
that the original Master Plan called for 12 developed areas -- West Beach, Talisman,
Watch Hill, Whalehouse Point, Smith Point, West Side Moriches Inlet, Smith Point
West, East Lead, Point Near Pattersquash Island, Old Inlet, Long Cove and the
Sunken Forest.

In 1972, it was felt that it was time to review and update the General
Management Plan (formerly called the Master Plan) as the Park had been in
operation for eight years and during that time experience had changed much of the
thinking of eight years ago.

A contract was given to a private firm to do the job as the Park Service's
planners were all occupied with other projects. Upon completion of this



Conceptual Master Plan, it was reviewed in Washington and the feeling was that it
did not do the job it was supposed to do so it was never released to the public.

After the Master Plan was rejected, Georce Biderman and a group of citizens.
brought a suit against the Secretary of the Interior to produce a ‘‘aster Plan for
Fire Island National Seashore and an Environmental Impact Statement, revise the
vehicle regulations making them more strinecent and revise the zoning standards for
Fire Island National Seashore. They felt that the Park Service was drageing their
feet and they wanted faster action from the povernment. The suit is still pending
in the courts.

This action forced the Service to come up with a “aster Plan in a hurry. This
time our planners in the Denver Service Center undertook the job of revision. 1In
1975 this plan was presented to the public at 3 nublic hearings held in Patchogue,
New York City and at Watch Kill. There was ¢reat public outcry against the proposal
to cut off 6 miles of the Park at the western end from Kismet to Point O'Woods and
the proposal to construct a2 bicycle trail the leneth of the Island. After the
public hearings the Plan was sent back to the planners for further revision.

In 1976 the revised draft General “fanagement Tlan was rresented to the public
at hearings held in Patchocue, Bay Shore and Ocean Beach., The Park Service withdrew
the proposal to eliminate 6 miles of the westernmost part of the Park and the
bicycle trail. The public by and laree felt that this was a good plan and generally
supported it. Their concerns were voiced this time about the proposed dune district
and vehicle regulations. The Plan has been revised in its final form and is now

in Washington for review and approval. We hope to have the Plan finalized sometime
this summer.

VEHICLE REGULATIONS

In May of 1965 the ¢roundwork was laid for beach bucey regulations. Numerous
conferences were held with representatives of the Great South Beach and Lone Island
Beach Buggy Associations to discuss regulations of oversand vehicles on Fire Island.
A close review of the beach buezy regulations used during the 1967 season resulted
in extensive revisions for 1965 designed to eliminate inequalities and =trengthen
the ordinance. Indications were that vehicle use of the beach was slightly
reduced but a larger measure of uniformity between FTederal and Town regulations was
needed if the controls were to really be effective. During the winter of 1967 -
1968 a joint Seashore, Town and Village Committee chaired by Suffolk County
Commissioner of Parks Charles P. Dominy laid the groundwork for uniform revisions
of local beach buggy regulations. In 1971 and 1974 these regulations were further
amended, and the current regulations appear in Section 7.20, Title 37, Code of
Federal Regulations.

There is a further revision of the repulations now pending approval in
Washington and then they will appear in the Federal Resister and public hearings
will be held. The regulations prohibit the operation of vehicles across Seashore
lands except under permit issued by the Superintendent and restrict their operation
on a seasonal daily and hourly basis. Rules and routes of travel are laid down
and penalties are imposed for violation of the regulations including, but not
limited to, suspension or revocation of permits. There have been numerous court
cases against the Town of Islip and the seashore also brought by residents who



claimed we did not have the right of resulation or thst our reculations were harsh
or discriminatory. We have been upheld on all counts in the courts.,

ZONING REGULATIONS

In the Act that established the Seashore, Public Law 88-587, the Secretary
was directed to issue zoning regulations to control development on Fire Island in
a manner consistent with the Act of establishment. (See Appexdix B)

Zoning standards were published April 2, 1966. These standards required that
the towns and villages submit their zonine ordinance to the Secretary for his
approval. The Town of Islip submitted an amended zoning ordinance to the Secretary
in June of 1969 and received approval in writing from the Secretary in August, 1969,
With the approval of the Islip Zoning Ordinance, the Secretary's authority to
condemn "improved property"” in the Town of Islip within the boundaries of the
Seashore, or any property within the delineated communities, except S-ltaire
and Ocean Beach was suspended, subject only to the condition that if a particular
property is subjected to a variance, exception or use which, in the opinion of
th? Secretary, fails to conform to the standards contained in his regulation or
to the Islip Zoning Ordinance, his authority to.condemn is reinstated with respect
to that property. The Town of Brookhaven and the Village of Ocean Beach have not
subnitted their zoning ordinances to the Secretary for dpproval and his discretionary
authority to condemn any privately owned property —- includine "improved
property" within the seashore portion of Brookhaven Town and Ocean Reach has not
been suspended. Saltaire submittad their zoning ordinance to the Secretary for his
approval in January, 1974. Mo action was taken by the Service as it was felt that
before this was done, we should have a revised General *fanagement Plan.

There have been over 300 variances granted, many of which have resulted in
a definite change in the physical character and lifestyles of the communities.
The Secretary was given no legal power to compel local zoning authorities to
submit their zoning ordinances for approval: however, the National Park Service
has made repeated requests. The Park Service does have authority to condemn
private property in those communities where local zoning ordinances have not been
submitted to the Secretary and approved. Condemnation by the National Park Service
as the only sanction against illegal or improper uses has mostly been ineffective --
due in part to lack of funds. Continuation of the present land-use control system
will probably resuit in develooment of nearly all lots, including substandard ones,
dune properties and wetlands. A greater danger with the present system is that
no effective method will exist to resist pressures that would permit higher densities
on already developed lots, including multiple family dwellings and additional
commercialization, illegal conversion of single family dwelling to multiple family
dwelling would continue, High density uses and additional commercialization
would be in contradiction to the conservation and preservation mandate of the
Fire Island National Seashore Act.

Therefore, the new General Management T"lan for Fire Island National Seashore is
proposing a Model Zoning Orcinance. This would provide for a Wetlands District, a
Dune Preservation District, irjunctive relieve-- illegal conversion of single
family residences to multi-family dwellings and construction with the dune and
wetlands districts wiil be stopped by enjoining the local zoning authority,
and a formula for acquisition of property within exempted communities following
major storm damacge.






