Historic Preservation Plan for
The Burnt Coat Harbor Light Station
Swan’slsland, Maine

STRATEGIC PLAN FOR LANDSCAPE
| ntr oduction

Clearly, the focus of effort and enthusiasm at the Light Station over the next five years will be
(and rightly so) to preserve and protect the historic buildings that remain part of the Light Station
complex. Yet, the Light Station came to Hockamock Head because of the landscape — it was the
dangerous rocky outcroppings that posed a significant threat to boats, and the deep protected
harbor that attracted the commercial fishing industry, which necessitated the construction of the
Light Station. Today the automated light still serves as a beacon to warn and to welcome boats
into the harbor. The rugged terrain of its coastline and the breadth and beauty of its views across
the harbor and to nearby islands shapes one of the most picturesque spots on the Maine coastline.
Many of the Light Station’s future visitors will never step through the door of the light keeper’s
house — they will appreciate its siting and situation, and its history, from the deck of a boat or
from the end of the trail. Perhaps one of the best opportunities for preservation of the buildings
isits landscape: by considering the buildings as part of alarger cultural and natural resource (the
landscape), the intensity of its use, and its future popularity, can be dispersed throughout the
park, and not concentrated within the walls of its structures. As such, al who come to appreciate
this historic resource can appreciate its larger context, and learn as much about its historic
cultural and natural landscape as they do about its historic structures.

Philosophy

The interaction between people and place at Hockamock Head can help us to understand and
properly plan for its landscape treatment. Here, heavily wooded (primarily hardwood) forests
were the indigenous plant species. Where the soils were too thin to support large trees, exposed
granite ledge supported copses of blueberry, spiraea, juniper, grasses and coastland wild flowers.
Trees were cleared as the island population expanded. Native Americans lived in this area and
the Burying Point remains as alegacy of their history on thissite. Roads, meadows, pastures and
house yards scattered across the hilly, bony island landscape.

We are fortunate to have a number of historic photographs, descriptions, plans and other archival
documentation of the Light Station itself and its immediate surrounds. In addition, the
indigenous and cultural landscape of the 19" century is documented in a series of historic
photographs available through the Swan’ s Island Educational Society. These photographs offer
us an understanding of landscape details such as fence types, road surfaces, yard layouts,
landscape plantings and other information that can help inform our landscape decisions when
site-specific information is not available. The majority of landscape recommendations,
particularly for the land immediately surrounding the Light Station, are informed by the historic
documentation. The broader landscape recommendations, for the trails, parking and circulation
in the park are informed by the landscape details in the Educational Society collection.

There are three over-arching philosophical goals that shape these landscape recommendations:
attention to historic detail and aesthetics, sensitivity to the natural environment, and public
safety. In other words, recommendations are included here that use materials and construction
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techniques which are as close to historic treatments as possible given today’ s purpose as a public
landscape. Secondly, safety and the safe passage of the public through the landscape are
balanced with this sensitivity to the historic cultural and natural landscape. Finally, and equally
important, is a sensitivity to sound stewardship practices for the natural environment. The over
arching consideration to any environmental plan should be to respect the ecology of the region
and all installations should be designed for low impact on the environment.

Recommendations

1. Circulation and Parking
Existing Conditions

Today many visitors come on foot but most visitors to the park travel the park entrance road by
car al the way out to the Light Station, park near the light keeper’s house, and then wander the
grounds immediately around the Light Station buildings, return to their vehicles, and leave the
park. Thisexperience offers easy accessto the Light Station, but minimizes the opportunities for
enjoying the trails, the landscape, and the cultural features outside of the immediate park road.

Many of the Light Station “visitors’ never set foot in the park. They view the buildings and
grounds from the water, with no opportunity to dock their boat and explore Hockamock Head on
foot.

Some visitors come to the Light Station by bicycle — a very low-impact means of transportation
that takes them down the park road to the Light Station. Currently there are no accommodations
for parking their bikes, nor are there opportunities for driving to the park and then biking the rest
of the way in to the Light Station.

Parking is limited to the small area immediately north of the Light Station, requiring that all
vehicles not only make the trek out to the Light Station, but turn around within the confines of
the Light Station yard. This areaistoo small for school bus and van parking, and the tight turn
as you descend to the Light Station is difficult for larger wheel base vehicles to maneuver.

There are two blazed hiking trails in the park: one along the northern coastline of Hockamock
Head and the other along the southern coastline. Both of these trails offer the opportunity to hike
to the Light Station from the park entrance. However, the condition of these trails requires
careful footing and in some places it is hard to distinguish the trail from the open areas under the
spruce. Thetrail heads are not well marked, nor are they highly publicized.

Opportunities

To disperse both the vehicular demands on the park and the park road, and to encourage the
exploration of the park on foot and/or bicycle, other parking opportunities might be considered.
Linking these parking areas to trailheads and other features within the park might encourage
visitors to expand their park experience, and perhaps return for multiple visits.
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The existing parking for three spaces with a turn-around should be retained. One space should
be barrier-free to provide public access to this publicly owned site.

Approximately two thirds of the way along the existing park road, the topography flattens and
the vegetation pulls back from the edge of the road into a broad grassy flat area on both sides of
theroad. This area offers the opportunity for parking approximately 8 cars (4 on each side of the
road) and 1 school bus, with ample space for the school bus to turn and head back out of the
park. Thelocation of this potential parking areais located near the top of the “Head” and offers
an easy descent for pedestrians to the Light Station buildings. The return trip to the parking area
is more challenging, requiring pedestrians to make the climb back up to the parking area, but this
is not a daunting nor impossible experience. With proper signage, those who could not make the
return climb might be allowed to continue to the Light Station parking area, but the majority of
the visitors could be encouraged to leave their vehicles behind and wander to the station. The
view from this area is beautiful, and the last turn in the road reveals a nice view of the Light
Station and the harbor — too nice to appreciate from the car windshield. Thiswill also improve
safety for the pedestrians who travel the same route.

Another parking opportunity exists at the very entrance to the park, in the grassy areas both
behind and immediately west of the park sign. Visitors who might be encouraged to leave their
cars here could perhaps be enticed to travel to the Light Station by foot, along the north or south
trail, or to bike the remaining distance along the park road.

A third opportunity for both parking and circulation may exist along the cut away for the power
line. We did not explore the topography of this part of the park in great detail, but it might be
possible to design a loop road that incorporates the existing entrance road with a return loop
along the power line. Parking could be offered either parallel to the park road or in an open area
off this loop road. Visitors would then be encouraged to either walk or bike the remaining
distance to the Light Station, with those who are unable continuing on to a spot closer to the
Light Station.

This opportunity for leaving vehicles and encouraging visitors to walk some of the way to the
Light Station should be carefully considered. The John Hay National Wildlife Refuge (Newbury
NH) chose to keep their parking close to the main road and require all visitors who are able to
walk the driveway into the park grounds. This experience forces visitors to leave behind their
drive, and their daily lives, and forces them to slow down and enjoy the landscape, and the
sights, sounds and smells of the park on their way in and out.

The North Trail is easiest to maneuver between the Light Station and Burying Point. The
topography is more difficult immediately above the Lobster Pound area, and since this area is
most sensitive to the commercial fisherman, it might be best to consider routing the North Trail
from the entrance road or a specified parking area across the terrain down to Burying Point and
then along the coast to the Light Station. Where the topography allows, a new trail might be
opened that runs east to west across Hockamock Head, connecting one side of the peninsula to
the other and offering the opportunity for circumnavigating the Head in two places (the new trail
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and the connection of the two trails at the park entrance).
2. Safety

Without littering the park with signs, it isimportant to warn motorists traveling the park road that
the way is windy and narrow with blind curves and narrow passages. No matter how much
traffic uses the park road, it is critical that turnouts are cleared at regular intervals along the road
for cars to allow each other to pass, or for cars to make way for emergency vehicles and other
heavy equipment.

Both the North Trail and the South Trail offer the opportunity for upgrading in some areas,
primarily for safety purposes. Until this happens, it would be wise to warn hikers of the trail
conditions so they are mindful of their way and understand the conditions for small children and
the infirm. The intimacy and the rugged character of the trails is an important aspect of their
character, and this should not be sacrificed in any way. It is merely recommended that perhaps
some subtle upgrading could vastly improve hiker safety.

3. Celebration of the Cultural and Natural L andscape

The entire park offers innumerable opportunities for celebrating the balance between a landscape
shaped by people and a landscape shaped by nature. The front door for the Light Station isreally
the entrance to the park. As such, there are innumerable opportunities for visitors to experience
the cultural history and the natural history of the island in addition to the specifics of the Light
Station itself.

Guided tours, hiker guides and /or carefully placed simple interpretive signs could highlight
some of these features for the uninformed. These programs could be offered as a series of
thematic tours that focus on the cultural landscape, the natural landscape, the Light Station and
its history, marine studies, wildlife and ecology, etc. These programs might be considered year
round: snowshoeing or cross country skiing in the winter; hiking or biking in good weather. A
good example of this type of programming can be found at the John Hay National Wildlife
Refuge (The Fells) in Newbury NH with programs jointly sponsored by the Society for the
Protection of New Hampshire Forests, the Lake Sunapee Protection Association, the Friends of
the Fells, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. (http://www.thefells.org).

An example of features that might be considered for further interpretation and exploration
include:

Cultural Landscape: Burying Point
Viewsto the Quarry
The Light Station buildings and grounds
Burnt Coat Harbor
Power Line (power, utilities and basic living at the Light Station)
Cow pastures and hen yards
Non-native and introduced plants and their origin
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Additional neighboring properties can be viewed from the Point, however, these are privately
owned and therefore not included.

Natural Landscape: Hockamock Head
Native plants
Age of the woodland
Birds and Wildlife
Topography and soils
Marinelife

4. Recreational Opportunities

In addition to hiking and biking, the park offers the potential for other recreational uses: fishing,
picnicking, boating, etc. All of these uses should be carefully considered and controlled, always
with the goal that the preservation of the park, its cultural and natural resources supersedes its
recreational purposes. Too much of a good thing could be harmful to the park resources and this
carrying capacity for any activity should be carefully considered. Within reason, however,
picnicking could be encouraged along the grassy banks below the Light Station (with a carry-in
and carry-out trash policy). Restoration of the boat ramp, or a small dock or pull up might offer
an opportunity for those visiting the park by boat to come ashore. Bike and foot races to the
Light Station and back might be a consideration, particularly at the beginning and end of the
season.

5. Vegetation

The rugged, rocky nature of the park soils, the fierce winter winds, wildly fluctuating seasonal
temperatures and limited fresh water supply have created an environment for plants that demands
the most durable, most tenacious species. Historically, the Light Station yards featured scattered
spruces, rock-strewn pastures and meadows, and perhaps mown lawns only within the immediate
vicinity of the keeper’s house. Native grasses, shrubs such as juniper, blueberry, blackberry,
spiraea, steeplebush, alder, and sumac, and the ever-present spruce are some of the most
dominant plantings on the island. Each ecological community’ s composition directly responded
to the availability of water, exposure to weather, thinness of soils, and topography that shaped its
growing conditions. Therefore, any new parking areas, trail heads or other site improvements
should blend effortlessly back into its surrounding native plant community. The rhythm of the
seasons, like the pounding of the surf, will offer enough diversity of color, texture, form and
seasonal interest to create alandscape tapestry that beautifies the park in its most fitting form.

6. Landscape Featuresat the Light Station

The landscape surrounding the Light Station was shaped by its inhabitants as much as the natural
landscape shaped the location, orientation and purposes of the Light Station buildings. The same
careful consideration for historic accuracy that has pervaded the approach to the buildings should
be considered for the treatment of the landscape.
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Fences

In the historic photographs a white picket fence is a key landscape feature that defines and
delineates the yards surrounding the Keeper’'s Dwelling from the larger landscape. Secondary
fences surrounded the hen house and separated the “front” and “rear” yards of the keepers
dwelling (one fence ran from the picket fence on the north boundary line to the corner of the
keeper’s house).

Hen House and other Utility Outbuildings

As the technology of the Light Station changed, smaller outbuildings, covered ways and light
towers themselves responded to the technological advances. Similarly, the boat house, hen
house and other ancillary structures were built and removed as the needs of daily living at the
Light Station changed. These buildings, both extant and destroyed, offer the opportunity for a
rich site interpretation program. Each should be carefully considered for its period purposes, its
value to understanding the site, its maintenance costs, and its potential to fulfill the needs of the
current site stewards.

Walks and Stairs

Over along period of time, the walks connecting the buildings and outbuildings consisted of
simple plank or board paths — long boards laid atop the rocky terrain. These walkways are as
indigenous to the island as the buildings themselves and are an important feature of the
landscape experience. East of the Keeper’s Dwelling, a set of wooden stairs descended the slope
in the 1890 survey. These stairs and others offer the opportunity for the public to descend the
steeper grassy slopes and more easily navigate around the Light Station buildings.

Roads and Parking Areas

Nineteenth and early twentieth century images of the Light Station and the island overall feature
packed gravel roads. Secondary lanes and less traveled ways often included a grassy strip
between the wheel tracks of the road. Well built roads and parking areas, including a stabilized
base and road-grade finish gravel with both fines and crushed stone are the most appropriate
treatments for the park roads and parking areas. The main entry road was covered with asphalt
in the recent past, and probably should remain as such since it offers an easy to maintain three-
season access to the Light Station. However, the steep incline of the road means that it cannot be
plowed in winter and ice can build up resulting in dangerous conditions and requiring its closure
by the Town. It is not, by nature, however, as environmentally friendly as the more permeable
gravel dternative.

Tree and Meadow Edges

It is clear from the historic photographs of both the Light Station and the larger island landscapes
that the forest has moved its way back toward the shorelines of the island. Even in aerid
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photographs, it is easy to determine the more densely forested portions of the park from the
previously open fields. This interface should be carefully considered and carefully managed in
the future, as it offers immense opportunities to control wind patterns and weather conditions in
the park and around the Light Station. Re-opening former meadows could diversify plant and
animal habitats, increasing the wildlife diversity in the park. Aesthetically, carefully opened
vistas and viewsheds can enhance the beauty of the landscape and its experiences. At a
minimum, it would enhance the setting and context of the Light Station buildings if the historic
tree line and meadow edges were maintained.

Map

During the project period we were unable to obtain a good topography map of the park and the
Light Station area. Therefore, the accompanying aerial photograph (Photograph 5) has been
annotated in an effort to depict, in graphic form, some of the recommendations included in this
report. As work on the park moves from the buildings to the grounds, then the landscape
opportunities and constraints should be studied in more detail, and prioritized work plans should
guide the full enhancement of the park landscape.

A survey of the land is recommended.
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Photograph 1. These views of Swan’s Island street
scenes depict the gravel roads and plank walks typical of
both public and private spaces.

(Photos courtesy of Swan’s Island Educational Society.)
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Photograph 2A & B. The open fields offered broader views of the island scenery and
the views across the water. Determining the scale and relationship between the woods
and the meadow areas will be a critical part of the park landscape.

(Photos courtesy of Swan’s Island Educational Society.)
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Photograph 3A & B. Historic views such as these from the (Burying Point (above) and
across the Valley (below)) could enhance the interpretation along the North and South
Trail and expand the opportunities for learning throughout the park (Photos courtesy of
Swan’s Island Educational Society.)
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Photograph 4A & B. The historic archives included images such as these, which
document the details and context of the Light Station landscape (Light Station images by
Emerson Sadler, c. 1890’s.)
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