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Life on a Barrier Island

From the air Fire Island is fragile and isolated.
Atlantic waves beat against a white beach;
gnarled trees embrace barely visible homes; then
it's gone, and Great South Bay dominates the
image. Over the centuries devastating storms off
the Atlantic Ocean have battered dunes, opened
inlets, and threatened to destroy Fire Island. Yet
this barrier island is resilient; beaches eroded
by winter storms are replenished by the return
of sand from off-shore sandbars, and beach
grasses establish a foothold once again on slowly
developing primary dunes. Wildlife abounds on
the island. Deer roam freely and find shelter in
thickets; toads, cranberries, and cattails live in . :
freshwater areas between ocean and bay; and Looking east toward Kismet and Saltaire from the 1858
migrating ducks and geese seek refuge in marsh-  Fire Island Lighthou.se..Th.e Atlantic Oceqn and the old
es. For visitors and residents of the diverse com- Coast Guard Annex building are on the right, and Great
munities, this island so near urban New York is 504 Bay is on the left. The beacon flashes every 7.5

a place of excitement and solitude. Fire Island Yo gnd et ect o il aray.

National Seashore was established in 1964 to

preserve the only developed barrier island in

the United States without roads. In 1980 Con-

gress designated 1,400 acres including a 7-mile

stretch of island as a national wilderness area.
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west‘ward eachyear.. T he bulk is transporfed in
= winter and during storms, but an equivalent -
daily rate would find about 25,000 persons haul-
ing little red-wagon loads of sand to Democrat
Point. A witness to this mlgmtzon is'the Fire
_Island nghthouse Built in 1858 at the island’s
‘ﬁ"“‘“ western end, it is now nearly 5 miles east of .
Democrat Pomt Plants and wildlife move' with
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Sandy soils on the north
side of the primary dune
cannot hold rain. Only
the hardiest of plants, such
as beach plum and beach
grass, can survive here.

Fire Island—the genesis of its name sparks our
imagination. The island may have been named
after Fire Island Inlet, which appeared on a deed
in 1789, and the inlet’s name may have started as
a simple spellinglerror. The number of inlet islands
has varied over time, and it is likely that “five” or
the Dutch word [“vier,” meaning four, was mis-
spelled on early maps as “fire.” Fire Island Beach
appeared on charts in the 1850s, and folklore sug-
gests the name drose from land-based pirates, or
“wreckers,” who§ built beach fires at night to lure
cargo ships ontojshore. Some say poison ivy gave
Fire Island its name, either for its red leaves in
autumn or its fi@ry itch. The origin of its name
may be obscure, but Fire Island’s role in maritime
history is well known. The island’s wealth of sea-
food, waterfowl, and plants attracted American
Indians and, later, European settlers. The Fire Island
Lighthouse guided ships safely past sandbars.
Surfmen of the U.S. Lifesaving Service, housed

in stations along the beach, rescued shipwreck

\ Jsurvivors.

The estate of William Floyd a signer of the Declaration
of Independence, traces the Floyd family from the early
1700s to 1976. The land evolved from wilderness to estate
to summer retreat to small game preserve to a national
park area. The home contrasts the old with the new and
reflects 200 years of change.

pped. The grasses respond by spreadmg their
;mots and sending up shoots. Birds and animals
“attracted by the grasses deposit new seeds, and a.

-/ variety of vegetation begins. Behind these grow~

/ : y Lets and eventually
lly and hardwoad forests.

es. Without the anchoring: 1;oots of beach grasses
there w ‘ld be no.dunés; wzthout sheltering

Formed long ago by currents carrying eroded
glacial debris, Fire Island continues to change
through the action of wind and waves. Most dra-
matic are the hurricanes and the nor’easters that
demolish the dunes and wash away homes. Un-
daunted by nature’s occasional wild spirit, visitors
and residents find the island a welcome respite
from urban pressures.

Relaxation is paramount here, and the national
seashore has much to offer. The 7-mile area west
of Smith Point is a wilderness environment that
shelters endangered and threatened species. Pro-
tected here are piping plover, which lay their eggs
on the high beach in hollows lined with small
rocks and shells. Hunted until 1918 for their feath-
ers, they are now endangered by seaside devel-
opment, predators,‘and recreational activities. At
Watch Hill you can experience the sounds and
smells of a salt marsh, where fish, shellfish, insects,
and birds flourish among salt-tolerant grasses.
Here you can see herons, egrets, and other wildlife
and learn about salt marsh and tidal ecosystems.




A special treat is a visit to Sailors Haven and
the Sunken Forest, where 200-year-old holly
trees, sassafras trees with mitten-shaped leaves
and other hardwoods shadow you with their
canopy. Salt air and driving winds prune trees
in the Sunken Forest to the height of the pri-
mary dune. Not to be missed are the commu-
nities where you can enjoy the lively nightlife
and traverse miles of boardwalks past seclud-
ed homes. On the western end of the national
seashore, visit the Fire Island Lighthouse and
the museum housed in the keeper's quarters
to learn about Fire Island’s lifesaving efforts
and maritime traditions. ;
Ilustration by Dorothy-Michele Novick At Watch Hill children
learn how different envi-
ronments create the bar-
rier island ecosystem.

toward Long Island. In a sense the island is roll-
ing over on itself as sand from the oceanside is
gathered by wind and waves, blown or washed
-across the island or nioved by currents and tides
through inlets, a [
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Enjoying Your Visit

Ferries run May through
October. ® Bay Shore to
Kismet, Saltaire, Fair Har-
bor, Dunewood, Atlan-
tique, Ocean Beach, Sea-
view, and Ocean Bay Park.
e Sayville to Sailors Ha-
ven, Cherry Grove, and
Fire Island Pines. ® Patch-
ogue to Davis Park and
Watch Hill.

Railroad stations are near
3 ferry terminals. When on
Fire Island water taxis can
shuttle you from point to
point. Vehicle access and
parking are limited to
Smith Point County Park
(call: 631-854-4949) and

Robert Moses State Park;
fees are charged. You may
walk from the parking lots
to the Fire Island Light-
house and Fire Island Wil-
derness visitor centers.
There are no public roads.
Most boardwalk trails,
some camping, and park-
ing are accessible for dis-
abled persons. Off-season
services are limited.

Fire Island Lighthouse
Walk to the visitor center
and maritime museum for
interpretive programs,

tower tours by reservation,

and exhibits. Call: 631-
661-4876.

Sailors Haven Area has
42-slip marina, electricity,
coin pumpouit, visitor cen-
ter, maritime forest exhib-
its, Sunken Forest self-
guiding trail, pay phone,
food, picnic tables, and
bathhouse. Call: ferry,
631-589-8980; marina,
631-597-6171; visitor cen-
ter, 631-597-61883.

Watch Hill Area has 188-
slip marina, coin pump-
out, 50-amp electricity,
visitor center, salt marsh
and tidal estuary pro-
grams, self-guiding nature
walks, limited canoe trips,
family and group camping

by reservation, a pay
phone, food, picnic
tables, and bathhouse.
Call: ferry, 631-475-1665;
marina, 631-289-4810;
camping, 631-289-4810;
visitor center, 631-597-
6455.

Fire Island Wilderness
Area offers visitor center
(seasonal), exhibits on
the wilderness and its
biodiversity, self-guiding
trails, and hunting and
off-road vehicle permits
(seasonal). No parking.
Call: 631-281-3010.

AITLANITIC OCEAN

William Floyd Estate
This Mastic Beach, Long
Island, home offers tours,
exhibits, and self-guiding
tours of 12 outbuildings
and the cemetery. Call:
631-399-2030.

Playing it Safe Children
on docks should wear
lifebelts or jackets. Use
sunscreen. Poison ivy
flourishes here: its 3-
leaflets, vines, and roots
can cause allergic reac-
tion. Mosquitos are abun-
dant, and ticks carrying
Lyme disease are com-
mon; wear insect repel-
lent and inspect yourself
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carefully. Stay on board-
walks and protect your
feet from splinters. Do not
feed wildlife. All plants,
animals, and natural fea-
tures are protected by law.
Stay off the dunes; their
fragile vegetation protects
the island. In an emer-
gency, call a ranger, ma-
rine police, or 911.

More Information
Fire Island National
Seashore

120 Laurel Street
Patchogue, NY
11772-3596
631-289-4810
www. nps.gov/fiis

Sunris;e Highway

Boating Safety

Be alert and navigate
with caution in all of the
waters, especially in
marinas and in marked
channels. Always wear
a Coast Guard-approved
lifejacket when boating
or on the water.

Montauk

Coast Guard
©~  Station

MORICHES
INLET

Swimming Safety
Swim only at life-
guarded beaches.

Do not swim in fishing
areas, marinas, or
near boat traffic.

Where is Fire Island?
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Fire Island
National Seashore

- This thin New York island

stretches 32 miles along
Long Island’s south shore,
from Moriches Inlet on the
east to Democrat Point on
the west. It forms a barrier
between Great South Bay
and the Atlantic Ocean. It
supports a state park, a

county park, the national
seashore, communities,
and a seven-mile stretch
that is the only federal
wilderness area in New
York state.
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