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Norman Roy photo The brick-and-mortar walls of Fort Massachusetts rise 30 feet above the shifting sands of West Ship Island, a link in the chain that forms Gulf Islands National Seashore. 
By NORMAN ROY
Massachusetts is in the Gulf of Mexico, 11 miles south of Mississippi. 

Fort Massachusetts, that is. 

The last project in America's Third System of coastal defenses, the brick-and-mortar walls of Fort Massachusetts rise 30 feet above the shifting sands of West Ship Island, a link in the chain that forms Gulf Islands National Seashore. 

"It's more than just a building," said Stacy Speas, 39, of Mobile, Ala. Fort Massachusetts, she said, stands as a monument to the "untold stories" of former slaves who became Union soldiers; stories of 153 Confederate prisoners of war and 260 Union soldiers who died here, due largely to poor sanitation, crowded conditions and a yellow fever epidemic. 

It holds the story of Eugenia Phillips, a proper Southern lady imprisoned for insulting a Union officer in New Orleans. Phillips brought her maid to prison with her to ensure comfort while doing time. 

It is the story of a fort that was obsolete in 1859 when construction began, was never finished and never fired a shot. But, Speas defends, "If a fort never does battle, it has done its job." 
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Speas' job is to tell some of those stories. She is an interpretive park ranger with the park service, which operates Fort Massachusetts, visitor centers and hundreds of miles of some of America's most beautiful beaches from Mississippi to Florida. 

Gulf Islands National Seashore was established in 1971 to preserve the barrier islands, salt marshes, wildlife, historic structures and archeological sites along the Gulf of Mexico. It is our largest National Seashore with 12 separate units stretching 160 miles from Cat Island, Miss., to the eastern tip of Santa Rosa Island, Fla. 

But it wasn't so beautiful in the mid-1800s when one defender wrote that Ship Island was a "God-forsaken strip of sand." 

The Third System consisted of 42 forts built between 1816 and 1870 to guard principal harbors, rivers and naval yards. The reasons Third System forts were obsolete, Speas explained, included the advent of the rifled cannon and hollow casting. Rifling put grooves in cannon barrels, which caused projectiles to spin, increasing accuracy and delivering the power to destroy even the thick brick walls of new forts. Hollow casting allowed barrels of freshly cast cannons to cool from the inside, which increased durability and the capability to withstand more powerful charges of gunpowder. 
Prior to the Battle of New Orleans in 1814, some 10,000 British troops and 60 ships amassed in the deep-water anchorage off Ship Island to mount the unsuccessful attempt to capture the city. 

When Mississippi seceded in January 1861, brick walls of the fort had been built six to eight feet above the sand. Units of the Mississippi militia captured the island and stacked sandbags and laid timber to strengthen the unfinished fort. In early July, several Confederate cannons on the beach outside the walls engaged in a 20-minute exchange with the Union ship Massachusetts, which resulted in few injuries and little damage. It was to be the only combat on Ship Island but it led to the Union reclaiming the island. 

Which brings us to the ship named for the Bay State. 
Originally a civilian steamship, USS Massachusetts was built at Boston in 1860, purchased by the Navy in 1861, and dispatched to the Gulf of Mexico to enforce the blockade of Confederate ports. The steamer was involved in the capture of several sailing vessels and reclaiming Ship Island. She carried supplies and personnel between Northern ports and blockade forces along the Atlantic Coast and Gulf of Mexico. The steamer was decommissioned at New York in 1865, sold in 1867 and put into commercial service in 1868 under the name Crescent City. She remained in use until 1892. 
In 1862, a Union invasion fleet used Ship Island as a staging area so Adm. David Farragut could damn the torpedoes and capture Mobile, Ala., and New Orleans. Throughout the war, Union ships stopped for repairs and supplies. A hospital, barracks, mess hall and bakery were among nearly 40 buildings that sheltered as many as 18,000 Union troops. Among units that served here were the 22nd Massachusetts and 9th Connecticut regiments 
It was during the Civil War the fort was first called "Massachusetts" probably in honor of the Union ship. But the structure was never officially named and was referred to in most records as the "Fort on Ship Island." 
Today, the name Fort Massachusetts is clearly accepted by the National Park Service and vendors who make a living serving and ferrying passengers to and from the island. 

It was not the first fort called Massachusetts. The original was a stockade built in 1774 in North Adams, Mass., to defend the frontier during the French and Indian War. It was demolished in the late 1930s. 
After the Civil War, the Army Corps of Engineers continued work on the fort on Ship Island. When work was halted in 1866, the fort was turned over to a civilian keeper, then to an army ordnance sergeant, the last relieved of duty in 1903. At that time, the keeper of Ship Island lighthouse became caretaker. 
The fort has withstood the twin enemies of time and neglect but today is threatened by the sea. The foundation, 500 feet from shore when poured, is now at the water's edge because storms and tides have changed the shape of the island. The park service and Army Corps of Engineers are working to halt erosion. 
Hurricane Camille in 1969 cut Ship Island in half, forming East and West Ship islands. The 35-foot high storm surge of Hurricane Katrina in 2005 washed over and through the fort but failed to significantly undermine the structure. But other buildings - a replica lighthouse, exhibits and bathrooms - were simply swept away. Restoration began in the fall of 2008; a small village of travel trailers has been set up to accommodate employees of the construction company hired to make repairs. 
History buffs touring Fort Massachusetts today are a small minority of visitors who take the hour-long boat trip to West Ship Island. Excursion boats largely accommodate fishermen, hikers, birdwatchers, swimmers, sunbathers, picnickers and beachcombers. Within its ring of beaches, the island is a mix of sand dunes and swamp. 
Prior to Hurricane Katrina, Ship Island Excursions hauled more than 60,000 visitors a year. Today, the number is about half that but improving, according to a spokesman for the excursion company. 
Named in 1699 by French explorers, Ship Island became an important port of French Louisiana. Many colonists took their first steps on American soil here on what has come to be called the "Plymouth Rock" of the Gulf Coast. 
Historic Fort Massachusetts, operated by the National Park Service, is on West Ship Island 11 miles off the Mississippi coast. The fort is accessible by private boat or passenger ferry. Â�
Address: Gulf Islands National Seashore, Mississippi District, 3500 Park Road, Ocean Springs, MS 39564 
For more info: Call (228) 875-9057, ext. 100 or online at www.nps.gov/guis and www.nps.gov/guis/historyculture/fort-massachusetts.htm
Ship Island Excursions: Operates daily tours March-October. 
Fare: $24 for adults, $22 for seniors and military, $14 for children.
For more info: Call (800) 466-7386, (228) 864-1014 or online at www.msshipisland.com
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