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Spectacle Island 

Sometimes even the wildest 
dreams come true, but it is 
important to make wise 
choices for those dreams 
you want to see realized. 

BRIAN BRENNER 

At the risk of dating myself, I remember 
watching this television show grow
ing up called Fantasy Island. The island 

was a type of resort where the mysterious 
host, Mr. Roarke, would make the visitors' 
wildest fantasies come true. Of course, there 
was always some kind of moral price to be 
paid for experiencing one's wildest fantasies, 
this being the 1970s. Also, the wildest fan
tasies were, in retrospect, a bit tame. But in the 
end, everyone got their just desserts, all with
in 60 minutes minus the commercials (in the 
1970s, no one had VCRs or DVD players so 
you had to watch the commercials). Anyway, 
the show's most memorable moment was at 
the beginning, when a plane would buzz over
head bringing the hapless guests to the island. 
Mr. Roarke and his co-host, Tatoo, who was a 
dwarf, would stand dressed in their white 
linen suits. Tatoo would ring the bell and 
scream, "Da plane, Da plane!" in some 
unspecified accent. Mr. Roarke would sip 
champagne and comment on who was who 

among the new guests and who wanted what 
as these unwitting tourists filed off da plane. 
For example, as the guest, Cherise, walked out 
onto the dock, he would say: "There is 
Cherise. She is an architect, but her secret fan
tasy is to be a structural engineer!" Finally, 
once everyone was gathered, Mr. Roarke, who 
was really Ricardo Montalban, would raise his 
glass in a toast: "My dear guests, I am your 
host, Mr. Roarke. Welcome to Fantasy Island." 
Now you can't write text in Ricardo 
Montalban' s Spanish accent, so this doesn't do 
his presentation justice. But if you've ever 
seen thisTV show, you know what I mean. 

What any of this has to do with engineer
ing is unclear, except that I was thinking 
about the show during a visit to Spectacle 
Island. Spectacle Island is one of the Central 
Artery /Tunnel (CA/T) Project's greatest 
achievements. It is a real island in Boston 
Harbor. Before the project, it had a long and 
sordid history. It was the site of a hospital for 
"undesirables," a horse-rendering plant and a 
big open-air garbage dump. Prior to the start 
of the project, the island's sad history was 
catching up with it. The former waste dump 
had ni.ounds of crud that were leaching pollu
tants into Boston Harbor. This leaching was 
not necessarily a disaster in the past because 
the harbor was already severely polluted and 
anything leaking from Spectacle Island was so 
much background noise. But recently another 
great civil engineering project had succeeded 
in largely cleaning up the harbor, to the extent 
that you can now swim at beaches that were 
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formerly polluted. So the island had to be 
cleaned up as well. 

The CA/T Project generated over 13 mil
lion cubic yards of soil from the tunnel exca
vation, and this material had to go some
where. The original plan was that it would all 
be transported to Spectacle Island and placed 
to cap the landfill. This plan ran into problems 
because it would have involved filling signif
icant portions of the harbor, and filling in 
wetlands and waterways is generally not 
allowed by U.S. environmental law. In the 
end, about a third of the material excavated 
for the CA/T Project was transported to the 
island. The former waste dump was carefully 
capped and sculpted into two drumlins. The 
resulting island has plantings and meander
ing paths, as well as a visitor center and mari
na. Much of the recent history of Boston's 
development had been to turn away from the 
sea, with a garbage dump on the island and a 
downtown walled off by construction of the 
original artery viaduct. Part of the success of 
the CA/T Project has been a reversal of this 
development trend. The old artery viaduct is 
in the process of being demolished, and the 
island is now being reclaimed as a park. 

Hiking on the island is a great experience. 
You can stand atop the drumlins, which are 
designed to look like glacial hills but are 
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really mounds on top of garbage. To the 
west, you look at downtown Boston and to 
the east, the open sea. Waves gently lap the 
rip rap boundaries constructed on the east 
side of the island. There were many technical 
achievements to the work - such as the stone 
support columns, the design of the landfill 
capping and the drumlins. The result is star
tling when you realize that the dramatically 
peaceful turf you stand on was until recently 
a rotting, hazardous dump, with the guts of 
Mr. Ed rendered down below in the layers of 
putrescence. So as I stood atop the drumlin, I 
imagined that da plane was flying overhead. 
The lush theme music was playing and the 
bell ringing. Mr. Roarke was saying, "There 
is Brian. His fantasy is to turn a rotting pile of 
crud into a beautiful park for the enjoyment 
of future generations. Now my dear guests, 
please raise your glasses for a toast. I am 
your host, Mr. Roarke. Welcome to Spectacle 
Island!" 
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