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Brief History 
 
It’s 19 miles from Hingham to Boston, according to the old granite sign at Old Ship Church on 
Main Street in Hingham.  It’s about 13 miles from the Hingham Shipyard to Boston if you take 
the ferry on the navigable right-of-way, Boston Harbor. The tip of Hull is about 27 miles from 
Boston by road, and a straight shot of about 10 miles by ferry to Boston’s Long Wharf. 
 
The launch of the Hingham Commuter Boat in 1975, 45 years ago this month, was the initiative 
of seven South Shore towns seeking an alternative way for South Shore commuters to get to 
Boston during the proposed reconstruction of the Southeast Expressway. The towns had been 
inspired by Hull ferry service, started in 1963 by Mass. Bay Lines who purchased the Wilson 
Lines, which had provided ferry services to Hull and Nantasket for many years.  This carried on 
a Boston Harbor transportation link that went back to the 1800s with steamboats, and back to 
the 1600s with sailing packets.  There was even a “Hingham station” at Long Wharf in Boston. 
  
A 1974 study, undertaken by the South Shore Chamber of Commerce, with input from naval 
architects, a high-speed vessel manufacturer, an accounting firm, and an MIT modeling team, 
inspired private vessel owner Richard Nakashian of Bay State Cruises to provide ferry service 
for a demonstration period. An agreement between the Chamber, the owner of the Hingham 
Shipyard, Nakashian, and Massport (which agreed to repair the pier) led to the initiation of 
Hingham Ferry service to the old Hingham Shipyard in 1975. 
 
Ridership Change - 1975 - 2020 
 
The original Hingham ferry demonstration, with a single trip each way each day, brought only 
76-86 riders each way.  Yet, based on the enthusiasm of commuters and communities, South 
Shore legislators and various state agencies supported ferry expansion and growth over the 45 
years.  With the increase in ferry frequency, and involvement of the Executive Office of 
Transportation and Construction in contracting with vessel operators, more ridership was 
attracted.  
 
In 1984, as part of an expansion of transit alternatives to the Southeast Expressway during a 
period of reconstruction by the Massachusetts Department of Public Works that impacted all 
traffic between the South Shore and Boston,  the MBTA took over and expanded ferry services 
to the frequency enjoyed today. At the same time various stakeholder agencies participated in 
the expansion of the Hingham Shipyard parking and terminal area.  These included: Department 
of Environmental Management (interested in access to Boston Harbor Islands; ownership of 
parking), MBTA (management of ferry contracts and buildout of docks), Massachusetts 
Department of Public Works (access road into shipyard, and new parking lot).  The South Shore 
ferries serve commuter journey-to-work trips, direct access to Logan Airport, and access to 
recreational facilities of the Boston Harbor Islands, both for buses of school children from the 
South Shore, and school groups from Boston.  The ferry ridership initiative was so successful 
that service was retained after the completion of the Southeast Expressway.  
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Current Ferry Ridership 
 
The average 2019 pre-COVID ridership on the South Shore ferries was 6200 riders a day 
(Note: 2019 daily number ranged from 4451 in December to 7727 in July; January 2020 daily 
ridership was 11% higher than January 2019.)  This was equivalent to more than 1 million 
passengers a year. All ferries (including Charlestown) served 1.5 million riders in 2019. 
 
Critical Transportation Impact of Ferry Ridership on Traffic Corridors 
 
At 1500 persons per hour per lane on the Southeast Expressway, the pre-COVID average ferry 
ridership of 6200 was equivalent to 4+ lanes of traffic at the peak period on that critical 
highway linking the South Shore and Boston.  If the ferries were no longer to exist, how would 
traffic on the Southeast Expressway, and coastal route 3A and the Neponset Bridge bottleneck 
be affected? 
 
While the Quincy Adams and Braintree MBTA Red Line garages are closed for repair until 
January 2021,  it is important that ferry and commuter rail services along the Rte. 3 and Rte. 3A 
corridors be retained or expanded during this construction period. 
 
Critical Impact of Ferry Terminal on Smart Growth in Environs of Hingham Shipyard — 
$400 million in Investment! 
 
The criteria used to determine probable cuts in transit services do not include important 
transportation policy considerations such as the contribution of the transit service to “smart 
growth” or Transit Oriented Development.   
 
Since the investment of the MBTA in regular, reliable and attractive expanded ferry services to 
the South Shore, there has been an estimated investment of at least $400 million by private 
residential and commercial developers adjacent to the Hingham Ferry Terminal, bringing 
hundreds of new residents to the immediate area, including many seniors and empty nesters. 
The developers include AWPerry, Samuels, and Avalon, among others.  The investments 
include major condominium and apartment developments at the Hingham Shipyard (including 
set-asides for low-income residents), as well as the newest Cove development on Beal Street, 
Avalon Residences on Lincoln Street, and Brio at 10 Shipyard Drive.  All of these properties 
advertise easy access to the commuter ferry to Boston and to commuter rail.   
 
At the Shipyard, residents wheel suitcases onto ferries to the airport, eliminating the need for 
automobiles. Seniors walk to the ferry to Boston for work and to visit North End restaurants. Has 
the MBTA evaluated the impact of the ferry access to Boston, the islands and Logan Airport on 
the Transit Oriented Development at the Hingham Shipyard and environs, and to the many 
seniors who have moved there because of transit accessibility to Logan and Boston by ferry?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Transit Service Quality - Best On Time Performance 
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An MBTA presentation from December 2019 included the important fact that the on-time 
performance of the ferries ranged from 97% to 100%, the highest in the MBTA transit 
system. 
 
Transit Ridership Profile - Commuter Percentage 
 
MBTA data indicated that 97% of ferry riders from Hingham to Rowes Wharf were commuters, 
and that over 90% walked to work.  88% of ferry riders from Hingham to Long Wharf were 
commuters, and others rode the ferries for recreation and other purposes, including dinner at 
Boston restaurants.  (https://www.ctps.org/apps/mbtasurvey2018/#)  There is no data for airport 
links. 
 
Transit Ridership Profile - Percentage of Journey-to-Work on Transit from Hingham and 
Cohasset 
 
According to the last decennial census, 50% of the commuters from Hingham and from 
Cohasset to Boston take public transit. This 50% transit ridership number is perhaps the highest 
of any suburb in Metropolitan Boston, and is due to the frequency and on-time-performance of 
the ferries and the availability of commuter rail, as well as the Red Line and P&B bus.  Boosting 
transit ridership in suburban communities has, until now, been one of the significant criteria for 
measuring the success of transit ridership. In the coastal towns, including Hull, families have 
made decisions to purchase homes and settle here because of direct transit access to Boston 
by ferry and commuter rail. These services are critical to the region’s economic health. 
 
Transit Ridership Profile - Service to Seniors 
 
One of the criteria used by the MBTA to justify continuing transit routes and services is transit 
service to the elderly, people 65 and older. 
 
18% of the ferry riders on the Hingham/Long Wharf route were 65 years old or older, the largest 
percentage of senior riders on any mode except several buses. Ferries are accessible to 
seniors, and seniors with walkers.   Was this accessibility to seniors considered in the MBTA 
proposals to cut services and routes?  How many seniors have invested in apartments and 
condominiums in and near the Hingham Shipyard in order to take the ferry to work, to Logan 
and to Boston for recreation? 
 
Transit to Logan — Valuable Off-Site Parking  
 
The 1700-car intermodal parking lot at the Hingham Shipyard, and 200-car lot owned by the 
Marina provide short-term and long-term parking for Logan Airport, a valuable off-site parking 
area for Massport and Logan, far less expensive than a new structure at the airport.  These 
airport links should be strengthened, not eliminated. 
 
 
 
 
Investments in Ferry Facilities and Potential for New Sources of Funds 
 
After 40 years of ferry service, a new Ferry Terminal was built in the Hingham Shipyard, 
underwritten by federal funds in the amount of about $7 million from a federal set-aside in the 
transportation bill, successfully submitted by then-Congressman William Delahunt.  State funds 

https://www.ctps.org/apps/mbtasurvey2018/
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and federal ferry funds also support dock and pier improvements, accessibility, as well as 
vessels purchased by the MBTA. 
 
The Hingham Ferry Terminal (including parking and access roads) has been designated a 
National Intermodal Connector by the Federal Highway Administration.  It is one of only six 
ferry locations having that designation in Massachusetts, and one of only sixty in the United 
States and territories.  This designation means that it meets specific FHWA criteria (number of 
parking spaces, access to highways).  The benefit of having this designation is that the ferry 
facilities, access roads and docks are eligible for highway funds as well as for transit funds at 
the national level. 
 
Cost Efficiency of Ferry Services 
 
Economic considerations were not offered among the criteria used to determine which transit 
links will be cut during the COVID siege.  The Hingham ferry is perhaps the most cost effective 
transit mode in the MBTA portfolio, well-managed, and highly popular.  Because the navigable 
right-of-way, Boston Harbor, is available to these water buses or HOV vehicles, there could 
perhaps be even more frequency, including to historically underserved communities, including 
Chelsea. But this capacity analysis has not been studied.   
 
In Boston Harbor ferries are considered premium transit service and fares are priced high, but in 
New York City, NYC ferry fares are the same as the subways, with a $1 fare for bicycles. The 
per person subsidy in the NYC ferries is over $9.00.  The NYC ferries, which were put into 
service in 2017, had carried 14.1 million passengers through the end of 2019.  This fleet is run 
by Hornblower, the new owner of Boston Harbor Cruises, which operates the 
Hingham/Hull/Logan/Boston ferry services. 
 
Further, capital investment amortization and maintenance cost per ferry passenger is low 
compared to heavy rail and commuter rail, and the principal investment in the Hingham Ferry 
services, the new Hingham Ferry Terminal, was almost entirely funded by the federal 
government. The ferry system is not burdened by capital debt and interest. Any amortization of 
vessel capital cost is included in the ferry contract price with the operator, passed along in turn 
through ticket prices.  Capital investment debt and interest is not included in commuter rail ticket 
prices. 
  
There is far greater frequency of ferry service than commuter rail service because there is not a 
capacity bottleneck on the navigable waterways. Frequency is highly attractive to the South 
Shore commuters, whose work patterns vary significantly. If there were to be a temporary cut in 
commuter rail schedule to the Greenbush corridor, commuter rail service to Brockton could be 
made more frequent on the Middleborough Branch to attract additional riders meeting the 
MBTA’s current social criteria. 
 
 
 
Transit and COVID-related Issues 
 
One US ferry service is currently advertising ridership on its vessels as a healthy way to get to 
work during the COVID pandemic, with outside ridership opportunities and comparative ease of 
spacing and sanitizing interiors.  Some ferry commuters are used to traveling outside throughout 
the year.  Boston has a long history with a floating hospital, established to bring inner city 
children to the sea and ocean breezes, and healthier breathing conditions. Is there some way 
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ferries can be used during the pandemic to provide open air opportunities for regional school 
children at times the vessels are not used for commute transit services? 
 
One speaker at the recent MBTA meeting mentioned that she’s a nurse, and that she travels on 
the early ferry to Long Wharf with at least 20 other medical workers, essential workers during 
the continuing COVID crisis.  The ferry link is critical to her life as a medical professional.  She 
moved to Hull because the ferry offered direct service to Boston. Have the ferry and Greenbush 
commuter rail population been surveyed to determine what percentage of COVID-period 
ridership is essential workforce?  This seems a key criterion to be considered during the COVID 
crisis. 
 
Economic Impact of MBTA Contracted and Owned Ferry Fleet 
 
The ferry fleet owned by Boston Harbor Cruises/Hornblower, Massachusetts Bay Lines and the 
MBTA provides employment for hundreds of employees, and deals with many vendors. A 
2012 pre-COVID survey noted that Boston Harbor Cruises then had a full-time staff of 110, with 
a high-season employment of 330, and 100 licensed captains. Massachusetts Bay Lines, whose 
vessel “Massachusetts” is in the Hingham ferry fleet, employs up to 90 people in the high 
season, and purchases from 100 vendors.    
 
A number of the catamarans in the Boston Harbor ferry fleet, including the four bow-loading 
catamarans owned by the MBTA, were built in the Massachusetts shipyard Gladding-Hearn, 
based in Somerset.  At their high point, Gladding-Hearn employs 180 shipbuilders, and 
purchases supplies from 800 vendors, 400 of which are located in New England. They in 2012 
had built 17 vessels in the Massachusetts ferry fleet of 90 vessels, seven of which were 
catamarans in the Boston Harbor fleet.   
 
We believe the Massachusetts ferry fleet of 90 passenger vessels (including scheduled water 
taxis) is larger than any ferry fleet in the United States.  The Boston Harbor Cruises/Hornblower 
fleet of 44 vessels is second only to Arthur Imperatore’s New York Waterway’s fleet in term of 
size in the US.  This refers to numbers of vessels, not capacity.  (Staten Island and Washington 
State Ferries vessels have capacity ranging from 1500 - 6000 passengers.)  Has the economic 
impact of cutbacks in service, and the ripple effect on the Massachusetts economy been taken 
into consideration during the proposal for service cutbacks? 
 
Ferries and the Boston Harbor Islands - Partners in Access to Recreation for Boston and 
the Region 
 
Schedules of the MBTA ferry services to Hingham, Hull and Boston’s Long Wharf and Rowes 
Wharf are adapted during the late Spring through Columbus Day to serve the Boston Harbor 
Islands.  They are critical links to recreation for inner-city residents of Boston, as well as for 
buses of school children from the South Shore, seniors and young families.  Ferries serving 
national parks, such as the Boston Harbor National Recreation Area, are eligible for federal 
funds.  
 
Ferries and the Hingham Shipyard - Partners in Regional Security 
 
The Hingham Ferry Terminal houses the Hingham Harbormaster, the principal ferry operator 
(Boston Harbor Cruises/Hornblower), the Commuter Boat and Harbor Islands ticket booth, 
Division of Conservation and Recreation offices, and the DCR Environmental Police.  The law 
enforcement agencies at the Terminal have a key role in the Boston Harbor Area Maritime 



6 

Security Committee, managed by the US Coast Guard under the Department of Homeland 
Security (Catudal, Ronald J. (617)-223-3123 (616)-223-5727 LANTAREA Sector Boston). 
Monitoring systems based at the Hingham Ferry Terminal provide scrutiny of marine traffic in 
navigable waterways of Boston Harbor. 
 
During the Democratic National Convention in 2008 which took place in the North Station area, 
even prior to the advent of the new terminal, the Hingham Shipyard was a designated triage 
location in case of disaster at the convention.  If there were to be a loss of a fixed span, a bridge 
or a tunnel, ferries serving Boston Harbor can provide redundancy and resilience.  DEC-World 
conference ferry services some years ago carried up to 15,000 passengers a day with use of 
existing piers at Logan Airport, the World Trade Center, Rowes Wharf, Long Wharf and 
Charlestown.  Scheduling ferries to serve the existing piers with 15-minute ferry frequency 
demonstrated the flexibility of ferries to respond to immediate transit needs using Boston 
Harbor, an available right-of-way.   
 
New York has mobilized ferries from the East Coast for anticipated transit strikes, or when the 
city has lost tunnels because of flooding or other disasters. The marine evacuation of Manhattan 
following 9/11 was the largest maritime evacuation in history.  Has the issue of integrated 
security in Boston Harbor been considered during discussions of service cutbacks? 
 
In Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, for all these reasons:  economic efficiency, economic investment, employment, 
meeting and exceeding traditional transportation criteria, exceeding performance standards, 
service growth, service for seniors, healthy environment during COVID era, accessibility to the 
low income residents in subsidized housing, partnership in Boston Harbor security planning, 
access for Boston and South Shore communities to Boston Harbor Islands, remote access for 
Logan Airport, stimulating hundreds of millions in smart growth investment, partnership with 
Massachusetts-built shipbuilding, and more….we believe the ferries serving 
Hingham/Hull/Logan/Boston Rowes Wharf/Boston Long Wharf/Boston Harbor Islands 
must be maintained, and perhaps expanded, if other transit routes are cut during the 
COVID pandemic period. 
 
Keep the BAY in the Massachusetts BAY Transportation Authority!  Don’t Give Up the 
Ship!! 
 
Martha Reardon Bewick 
Hingham Ferry Advocate since 1974 
marthabewick@icloud.com 
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