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PROLOGUE


Everybody loves lighthouses.


—Wayne Wheeler


President, U.S. Lighthouse Society





The lighthouse stood on an island a mile off the mouth of the Kennebec River, Maine, an alabaster tower showing a beacon 186 feet above the Atlantic. Its brilliant, cyclopean eye rolled around in its head as if scanning the sea for a ship in distress, or at the very least a small fishing boat headed back to the sleepy town of Bath after a day of lobstering. There was no sun in the late afternoon sky on that January day in 1972, and the wind coming in from the sea cut my face, rubbing salt into my skin until it stung almost intolerably. I had heard somewhere that lighthouse keepers’ wives thought the briny sea air was good for their complexions. I’d also been told that long ago, in this lighthouse on Sequin Island, a lightkeeper had murdered his wife in a fit of anger because she could play only one song on the piano.


Sequin Lighthouse, one of the oldest in Maine and the most elevated of the lights Down East, took its name from an Abnaki word meaning “to spit into the sea.” This was the first authentic, working lighthouse I had ever seen, a nostalgic image like one in a storybook I loved as a child, except that Sequin Lighthouse had no mermaid reposing on its rocks, combing her emerald hair with a sprig of coral. I listened to the solemn moan of the foghorn, which came at regular intervals to help mariners distinguish it from the other horns along this part of the coast. The drone and flash were so hypnotic I failed to notice a rogue wave creeping up the rock ledge at my feet. It sprang high and hurled itself over my head. Drenched and shivering, I retreated, but not before the image of the lighthouse, probing the purple twilight with its dazzling beam, had burned itself into my soul.


A decade later and 3000 miles from Maine, I watched from a cliff at Point Bonita as a bank of dense fog approached the Golden Gate. Its gray, cinereous vapors clutched the shore within minutes, gliding over the rocks, the scrub pines and footbridge, snuffing out what had been a bright, pleasant August afternoon. From the misty pall came the hoarse groans of the foghorns, the wildcat screeching of fog sirens, the clang and bang and bong of fogbells — the symphony of San Francisco Bay in poor visibility. With a mechanized hum, the beacon inside Point Bonita Lighthouse awoke, spilling its amber light over the Golden Gate and the seemingly endless waters beyond.
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Though clear and sunny in this photo, the Golden Gate’s Point Bonita Lighthouse sees its share of fog. The sentinel shines through the murk about 20% of the year. Fogbanks roll in from sea rapidly, setting off the station’s clamorous foghorns and causing rocks to loosen from its cliffs. (U.S. Coast Guard)





Behind me, the headlights of cars leaving the dirt parking area flashed on, their halogen rays bouncing off the minuscule droplets of fog. As I readjusted my stance against the railing along the cliff, some rocks loosened under my feet, tumbled downward with a clatter, and disappeared into the unseen chasm below. The end of their journey was confirmed seconds later by a faraway “splash.”


It wasn’t always a foot that set off these miniature avalanches of rock. The deafening concussion of the Point Bonita fog signal could also cause them. The cliff here has rumbled and shuddered from numerous earthquakes, including the devastating 1906 San Francisco earthquake; but mostly it has eroded from the scouring of wind and water, aided by the intense vibrations of cannons, bells, horns, and whistles. Little by little, pebble and cobble, the cliff has been crumbled away by the interminable din. Lightkeepers learned to sleep with the noise, to pause in their conversations whenever the signal sounded, even to live with pictures hanging awry on the walls and flatware dancing about on the kitchen table — all because of the Golden Gate’s recalcitrant fog.


It was all very romantic, I thought — a lighthouse standing by the sea to guide home the weary sailor, and the lighthouse keeper in the lantern, trimming the wicks and keeping a solitary watch for a ship in trouble. Fog, storms, shipwrecks, rescues — what an adventure lighthouse keeping seemed to be! I wanted to travel back in time, climb the spiral stairs, wind up the clockworks of the lens mechanism, polish the brass and clean the glass, watch the seabirds winging through the beams of light, sip coffee in the late hours of the night with a book in my hand and the hum of the beacon turning on its pedestal above me. I wanted to live that kind of life …. until December 1985, when I met the keepers of New London Ledge Lighthouse.


The glamour and intrigue of lighthouses dimmed a bit with that visit. The Coast Guard crew at New London Ledge Lighthouse, a mile out in Connecticut’s Thames River Estuary, did not exemplify the romantic image of lighthouse keeping I had found in books and articles and visits to old lighthouses in parks and museums. Even so, like the “wickies” (keepers) of old, the men seemed grateful for the company of myself and a marine scientist named Brae Rafferty from Project Oceanology in Groton. Rafferty had a special interest in lighthouses and wanted Ledge Light to continue to serve the public as an educational facility after it was automated and its keepers removed.


We landed at the lighthouse in the early afternoon. It was a square, caisson structure with an Empire-style house and lantern rising from it. Rafferty helped me jump from the pitching boat to the lower platform of the lighthouse, then kept hold of my arm as we climbed the long, steep staircase up to the square house and tower. Two of the three keepers on duty were waiting at the top of the stairs, one with his hand outstretched:


“Slippery, ma’am; watch your step,” he warned, pointing at the wet, brown slime on the platform and the lower part of the stairway. I was grateful not only for his firm arm but also for the warmth coming from the open door as we reached the top of the stairs. It was cold out on Long Island Sound, about 6 degrees with the wind chill factored in. I wore several layers of clothes, heavy boots and a rain slicker, and had a wool cap jammed down over my ears. As I stepped into the lighthouse and began to remove those bulky outer layers, three sets of hands came to my assistance. It reminded me of a story Alaskan lightkeeper Ted Pedersen had often told about a woman arriving at one of the remote, frigid light stations in the Aleutian Islands to sell magazine subscriptions. Pedersen was so beguiled by the sight of a representative of the female gender, however unfeminine she may have appeared in her arctic gear, that he bought about a dozen magazines.


Everyone gathered in the kitchen of Ledge Lighthouse, where it was obvious the men had been awaiting our arrival with coffee and conversation. A paperback book lay face down on one end of the table, next to a plate containing a half-eaten piece of toast. On the counter was a microwave oven, a blender, and several cartons of cigarettes. In the window facing south, a set of binoculars was propped, looking toward land:


“We keep the biggest set in that west window,” said one of the crew, pointing into the next room. “That window in there faces Ocean Beach, and in the summer we can see the girls in bikinis. This time of year we just watch the shore; maybe we’ll see something interesting, maybe we won’t. It doesn’t matter all that much, because there’s nothing else to do out here.”


In the adjoining room — the one with the largest set of binoculars — was a TV turned on with no one watching it. I was told the TV was rarely off; it was like an umbilical cord connecting the men with civilization: “We like game shows and soap operas. Ask us what’s going on with any of the soap operas!”
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Arriving and departing from a light station wasn’t always easy. Here, the keeper of Tree Point Light Station is lowered from a tender’s derrick into the murky shallows of Alaska’s Inside Passage, where he will row himself home to the light. Photo was taken about 1930. (U.S. Coast Guard)





I didn’t ask, but continued my surreptitious inspection of the place. It didn’t seem as clean as I had expected. Lighthouses were supposed to be immaculate, but there were crumbs on the countertops of this one, and half-full cups of coffee sitting around in brown stained cups. While we talked, the keeper in charge made a peanut butter and jelly sandwich:


“Out here I find myself eating all the time; bored, I guess. I’ve put on a few pounds since I came here.”


There was no spiral stairway up to the light and no round rooms to make it difficult to hang pictures and arrange furniture. Only the lantern itself was round. “Watch out for Ernie,” said one of the men as Rafferty and I started up the stairs to look at the beacon. Ernie was, and remains, the station ghost. He is probably the most famous resident of Ledge Light, since his legend far outshines anything else about the sentinel, including its keepers.


It was uncomfortably hot up in the lantern — surprising on a day so cold outside. The beacon was an aero-marine type, not at all beautiful, and certainly not the antique of shimmering prisms and brass I had expected. We scanned the panorama of sea and shore and tried to identify landmarks in Groton and New London, each about a mile away. “It’s bad enough when you can see and hear things going on ashore,” said the youngest man, who had followed us to the top of the tower, “but when you can smell it too, that’s the worst! Some Sundays I can smell barbeque grills going and mowed grass. Makes me really want to get off this light.”


As we looked toward the mainland from the cramped lantern room, the thought of living on Ledge Light wasn’t appealing. Rafferty grinned, seeing my disappointment. “No grass to mow; no door-to-door salesmen!” he quipped.


Back down on the lower deck, I strolled through the rooms with the youngest crewman tagging at my heels, captivated, I decided, by the presence of a 32-year-old woman who seemed totally fascinated with this home on the sea. In the TV room was a large wall mural of the lighthouse and a bookshelf full of paperbacks and magazines, mostly adult material and well worn. I scanned the titles, to the embarassment of the young keeper, and commented that the collection in no way resembled the portable government libraries that once circulated among the offshore and remote lighthouses. He gave me a blameless shrug, then hastily pointed out a book on weather forecasting, as if to redeem my faith in the lighthouse bookshelf.
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The lighthouse at Charleston’s Sullivans Island, built in 1962, is the epitome of modern lightkeeping. Its beacon is completely automatic, the porcelain exterior never needs painting, and an elevator makes trips to the lantern a breeze. (U.S. Coast Guard)





The boat from Project Oceanology returned to fetch Rafferty and me. The water had gotten rougher, and I was given ample advice as to the best way to step off the dock onto the pitching boat. Once aboard, I turned to wave good-bye and express my gratitude to the men; it came out more like a benediction. Everyone was on the outside platform to see us off except the officer-incharge; he preferred to attend to duties inside the lighthouse rather than watch people get in boats and go back to shore. Perhaps he was having another peanut butter sandwich to pass the time.


“Not the kind of life I’d want,” Rafferty said as the boat pulled away. I nodded, watching Ledge Lighthouse grow smaller. Within two years its keepers would be removed, and it would be automated and sealed up tight to prevent vandalism. No one would ever again experience a visit with the working keepers of the square, brick light at the mouth of the Thames River.


Lest We Forget …


There are few people today who remember what it was like to live at a lighthouse, and fewer still who remember what it was like to keep one. In an age when even the small boat can navigate by satellite fix, traditional lighthouses have lost some of their importance as navigational aids. We now have space-age lighthouses in the sky, metallic giants adrift in space silently receiving and sending signals to the counterpane of ships and sea below. No one needs to light their lamps or trim their wicks; they can even see through the clouds.
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Most of us have a picture postcard idea of lighthouse life — white picket fence, curtains at the windows, children romping on the lawn. This family at Maryland’s Greenburg Point Lighthouse in 1885 is among the few that fits such a fanciful portrait. (Nautical Research Center)





Only a small number of the near 1500 lighthouses built in this country remain on duty, and those that do are operated by a cadre of sophisticated robotic mechanisms. Light sensors turn the beacons on and off, humidity sensors activate and deactivate the foghorns, automatic bulb changers rotate new lightbulbs into position when old ones burn out, solar panels collect energy to power the lights. Remote computerized monitoring systems keep watch over dozens of lighthouses at once and sound the alarm if something goes wrong. There are no matches, no oil lamps, no boots tramping up the spiral stairs each night, no human hands to trim the wicks and polish up the brass. Spiders weave their tenuous webs on stairs and windows and walls undisturbed.


Lighthouse keeping has officially become obsolete in this country, and will soon be gone in other parts of the world as well. Practically speaking, it makes no sense to pay a human to do the work a machine can do for less expense and with less risk — at least that is the justification given for automating lighthouses. Some people argue, however, that having no keeper at a lighthouse carries its own risks, in addition to being a disappointment to the romantics among us. Can a light sensor respond to a ship in distress? Will a foghorn frighten away vandals? Who will clean the windows, sweep the walk, dust away the cobwebs, and fly the flag? How will we preserve the rituals and traditions of three centuries of lighthouse keeping in America?


Most of us have a picture-postcard idea of lighthouse life. Even with modern advancements in navigation, we still like to imagine the lighthouse kept like a home. There ought to be curtains at the windows and wash on the line, a big happy dog romping on the lawn and children playing in the tidepools. At sunset, someone’s hand should turn on the beacon, and warm yellow light should fill the rooms inside the keeper’s house. We think it ought to be this way, but it isn’t anymore. And it won’t be ever again.


In the 1960s, the Coast Guard, under whose aegis all lighthouses are operated and maintained, began a massive automation program for its navigational aids. Lighthouses have always been expensive to run, and with many of them growing old and in need of repairs, budgets were strained. In addition, there were, and still are, lighthouses so isolated and dangerous as to be unfit for human habitation.


Imagine living in a stone tower on a stump of rock surrounded by water on all sides, with only one or two companions and no communication with the mainland save an occasional passing ship. Many lighthouses were like this years ago, before there were radios and telephones, motorboats and helicopters. At the Saddleback Ledge and Mount Desert lights in Maine, months sometimes went by without visitors or a delivery from the supply tender. In early winter, the sea thrashed so violently against Lake Superior’s Stannard Rock Light, it sealed the keepers inside the tower as if it were an icy tomb, forcing maintenance crews to hack away the ice around the door in order to reach the men. Stannard Rock was fittingly nicknamed “The Loneliest Place in the World.” If something went wrong on such a station — an illness, an accident, a fire — it was sometimes days or even weeks before the keepers obtained assistance.


Tending an island lighthouse was little better: Not a blade of grass grows at Boon Island off the Maine coast; the ambience of this desolate light station has always been decidedly gray — gray rocks, gray sea, gray sky, gray tower. Sailing ships gave it a wide berth, keeping far enough away that a distress signal was not readily seen. When a keeper died here in the early 19th century, leaving his wife alone on the island, it was more than a week before help arrived, and only then because a ship had reported the light out. The cruelty of life on Boon Island was blatantly revealed to the crew of the vessel sent to investigate. They found the keeper’s young wife wandering about the island in tattered clothes, wild-eyed and babbling to herself. Her dead husband still lay in his sickbed.


Until this century there was no freshwater at Loggerhead Key Light, except what was caught on the roof during a passing thunderstorm and stored in a cistern that was often more putrid than pure. This station seemed to float tranquilly in the Gulf of Mexico, kissed by clement breezes and collared by tawny sand and opaline waters, 65 miles northwest of Key West. It seemed an Arcadian assignment, yet it was hot, humid, blistered by the sun, and plagued by hordes of hungry mosquitoes who feasted on the island’s two human inhabitants. The soil was too sandy for gardening or keeping livestock, and provisions spoiled quickly. The first keeper’s wife thought she and her husband were Robinson Crusoe and his companion, Friday, so sequestered were they from civilization. In desperation, she wrote to First Lady Mrs. John Quincy Adams, plaintively outlining the circumstances of her husband’s job, the lack of social life, and the hardships she was forced to endure. The First Lady must have been moved by the woman’s plight, for shortly thereafter the keeper was given a transfer to a mainland lighthouse.


Hawaii’s Molokai Lighthouse seemed to stand watch at the end of the world when it first flashed on about the turn of the century. It was situated on a narrow finger of land at the edge of the Kalaupapa leper colony where the victims of Hansen’s Disease lived an existence of shame and misery. Supply vessels often refused to dock at Molokai Light, for fear of the crew contracting the disease. Provisions for the lighthouse were wrapped in heavy brown paper, piled onto a raft, and given a hefty shove toward shore where the keeper retrieved them. A note attached to the raft cautioned the keeper to remove all packaging from the supplies and burn it, then wash his hands thoroughly with soap and hot water, lest he contract leprosy. The nearby colony’s wretched inhabitants called the sentinel “The Lepers’ Light,” as symbol of hope. For the Lighthouse Service, however, it was a warning to “keep away” and dreaded duty for the men assigned there.


The most unfortunate keepers may have been those assigned to seaswept lighthouses or the watch towers in the Aleutian Islands of Alaska. Minots Ledge, Spectacle Reef, Carysfort Reef, Cape Spenser, Scotch Cap, Cape St. Elias — these names meant nothing short of a prison sentence for their keepers. The Coast Guard automated these lighthouses first, since they were not only dangerous places to live and work, but very costly to maintain as attended stations. No one complained much; these were not the scenic lighthouses sought out by summer vacationers. Scotch Cap and Cape Sarichef, better known as the “Tombstone Twins,” were almost 1400 miles from Ketchikan, where the supply tender was homeported. At Christmas, the tender brought the keepers a scraggly evergreen tree to decorate; no trees grew on Unimak Island, evergreen or otherwise.
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Dismally called “The Leper’s Light,” Hawaii’s Molokai Lighthouse was a dreaded assignment. Its keepers shunned the residents of the nearby Kalaupapa Leper Colony until after World War II, when sulfa drugs ended the fear of Hansen’s Disease. Photo taken in July 1941. (U.S. Coast Guard Archives)





Keeping the Lights Symbolically Burning


At this writing only one lighthouse in the United States still has resident keepers. The Boston Light, the first to be officially established in this country, is manned (only men serve there) as a gesture of respect for a very old and venerable occupation. Boston Light keeps the tradition of the lightkeeper. Three Coast Guardsmen have the honor of being the only active-duty lighthouse keepers in the country. But even they admit their lives are much different from the old “wickies,” a moniker from the days when oil lamps lit the waterways and keepers had to trim the wicks to show a clean and clear light. There are no matches or lamp wicks at Boston Light today, nor at any other lighthouses in this country. The Boston “wickies” are now “switchies,” switching the beacon on and off with the flick of a finger. And even that is soon to change, with the installation of a light sensor.
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The last three civilian keepers of the Boston Light pose together at the base of the historic tower in 1941. They were succeeded by a string of Coast Guard keepers who still tend the light at this writing. From left to right: Charles Jennings, Maurice Babcock, and Mr. Hart. (Courtesy of Harold Jennings)





Still, it isn’t as impersonal and robotic as we might think. My faith in the romantic image of lightkeeping was rekindled during a visit to Boston Light in May 1991. There was a definite feeling of family life among the men and a call to duty; and there was pride in their work. They talked about cooking and painting and mowing the lawn, about having to clean and polish the lens and turn on the old air-driven fog signal if the new laser signal failed. “All the dandelions in the universe grow on this island,” said the youngest man, who kept the lawn groomed in summer. “Dandelions must thrive in moist, salty air.” He shot some basketball with me and talked about wanting to be a history teacher someday. I reminded him that he was living a chapter of history that would soon end and that he would have some incredible stories to share with his future students.


As the boat pulled away from the dock at Boston Light near sunset that evening, the silhouette of the old stone tower and the men standing on the dock waving good-bye aroused memories from the past, tales of the wickies and their devotion to the lights, of storms and shipwrecks and rescues, of fog and ice; but also of evenings like that one, when the water was like glass and the first bright stars were sparkling overhead like sequins on violet-tinted silk. Moments after the boat eased away from the dock, the youngest Coast Guard keeper shouted for the crew to “hold up a second!” He reached in a shirt pocket and pulled out a folded envelope, addressed and stamped. Leaning out over the water, he handed the letter to a passenger at the stern of the boat. It was homework he had done for a correspondence course.


Before the stories of lighthouse keeping are lost or discarded, we should tell them. To record all of them would be an impossible task, since more than a thousand lighthouses have stood watch on American shores, and their keepers number thousands more. The memories are adrift in diaries and logbooks, family Bibles and musty attic trunks. A few of the keepers have recorded their remembrances on tape, with the benefit of their voices preserved; some have written their own biographies. Stories have been recorded firsthand by family members, by personnel who served the lights in offices or on tenders at the various lighthouse districts around the country, or by authors like me, who want to share their passion for the history and lore of lighthouses. Indeed, most of the recollections preserved here have traveled through many hands.
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A few of the old civilian lightkeepers left detailed records of their lives. Ted Pedersen, who died a short time before this book was completed, was an inexhaustible source of information and pictures. In his scrapbook was this candid 1930 snapshot of a haircut he received after returning from leave from Cape Sarichef Light. Keepers at these remote outposts were given a full year of paid leave for every two years of duty. The barber is lightkeeper Ed Moore. (U.S. Coast Guard)





Regardless of the source, we should keep alive these memories and stories so that future generations can know what it meant to be a lighthouse keeper in America. Former Coast Guard historian Robert Scheina has said that lighthouse keepers — like cowboys and pirates — continue to fascinate us though their time has passed. The likeness of the old lightkeeper — leather faced and sea-legged, with a grizzled beard and stump of a pipe — lives on, and a cult of sorts surrounds the preservation of that memory.


I can’t guarantee that every tale told in this book is absolutely true, for all stories lose or gain something in the telling, and a few have probably spontaneously materialized in the froth of a tankard of ale or in someone’s fertile imagination. What I can promise, though, is a slice of lighthouse life the way it was lived at various times and places in American history. Through this gathering of memories, stories, and legends — some very old and from unknown sources and some directly from the mouths of those who lived them — I’ve tried to sketch a portrait of the lighthouse keeper in America. A few misconceptions might be cleared up, and perhaps a few treasured, sentimental ideas will be dashed to pieces, too. There will be surprises — things you never imagined about lighthouse keepers — but also the familiar fare we’ve grown to expect from those intrepid souls who sat up nights watching for ships in trouble and polishing the brass out of boredom.


Most of all, I hope an appreciation for lighthouse keeping will emerge in these pages. In many ways, lighthouse keepers were pioneers living in remote areas of the country and keeping a beacon to guide those who dared to follow, standing watch in the deep hours of the night when others slept, braving the surf to rescue some foundering soul when others took to their storm cellars. Lighthouse keeping was often lonely, sometimes dangerous, occasionally courageous, seldom thankless. Along with the surfmen of the U.S. Lifesaving Service, who patrolled shipwreck-prone beaches and assisted vessels in distress, lighthouse keepers were bound by a moral code that put the lives and welfare of others above their own. People have always admired this aspect of lightkeeping, the call to duty that was almost biblical in its symbolism of keeping a light burning for those in darkness. It still characterizes the U.S. Coast Guard today, a benevolent arm of the U.S. Department of Commerce that was born from the amalgamation of the U.S. Lifesaving Service and the U.S. Revenue Cutter Service in 1915, and merged with the U.S. Lighthouse Service in 1939.
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Principal keeper Edward Aubrey Brooks (right) and his two assistants were photographed about 1912 in front of their luminous assignment at New Dungeness Lighthouse, Washington. Brooks was known for his sense of humor and harmless practical jokes, which helped assuage the loneliness of the remote station. New Dungeness Lighthouse was built in 1857 at the end of a five-mile-long sand spit and was the first sentinel placed in service in the Puget Sound region. (Courtesy of Jan Norwine)





I’ve been gathering the pieces of this large and diverse story for years. I’ve traveled to lighthouses on many coasts, taken photographs, interviewed the keepers and their descendents, poked around in local libraries and historical societies, read numberless books and articles, amassed binders full of notes, and drawn crude sketches of things I saw or had described to me. Here is where they all fit together. Every story worth telling about lighthouse keepers is not here, but there are many. Some have been told before; some have not; some have been asleep in musty places for a very long time.


Pull up a chair, kick off your shoes. I’ll tell you some tales about keeping lighthouses.


Elinor De Wire


June 1994


The Keepers of the Light


We are the keepers of that steadfast light


That guides a people’s course and destiny;


Not ours the skill directing over the sea


The mighty beams that blaze the path aright:


Ours but the hands that, serving, keep it bright.


The bringers of the oil, the workers we


Who day long, without pause and faithfully,


Toil that its radiance may pierce the night.


Above us are the wills that guide and turn:


It is not ours to watch nor question these:


Ours but to see each wick is trimmed and fit.


Lest on a night of storm it fails to burn


And a Great Ship goes down in awful seas.


O, Keepers of the light, keep faith with it!


Theodosia Garrison




CHAPTER 1


UP THE SPIRAL STAIRS


Into solitude went I,


and wisdom was revealed to me.


—Winnebago Holy Song





Mount Desert Rock, Maine, circa 1858


The keeper’s wife shaded her eyes from the afternoon sun and scanned the flat horizon to the west. It was the fifth time she had climbed the lighthouse since noon, five arduous trips up the winding stairs to look for the dory that would bring her husband and two small sons safely home. It had been nearly two weeks since the keeper had left for the mainland to get supplies and buy new shoes for the boys. Shoes wore out quickly on Mount Desert Rock, what with the boys scampering about like little mountain goats among the jagged rocks and ledges. The keeper had planned to buy his provisions and return home in two days time, but a gale blew in unexpectedly and transformed the 23-mile void between the lighthouse and the mainland into a bubbling, blue-gray soup.


Alone on Mount Desert, which was little more than a chunk of rock rising out of the sea with a tower on its summit, and with only her infant daughter and a gray cat for company, the keeper’s wife had kept watch over the lamps and the horizon. Her vigil was a safeguard against the madness that could easily have overtaken her. The hours were measured by the lighting and extinguishing of the lamps, the days compressed into one long watch of hope for her family’s safe return. She dared not think that they had not made it to shore; for who would know if they were drowned until their boat washed up on a beach somewhere and was identified as that of the keeper of the Mount Desert Light? There was nothing to do but tend to the lighthouse and wait.


She sighted the dory on the very afternoon she had resolved to hail a passing ship for help, for her food stores were running desperately low. At first it was merely a glint of metal oarlocks and a dark spot rising and falling on the distant horizon, bobbing like a lonely buoy; but as the dory drew nearer and took shape, the keeper’s wife could discern the wool-capped heads of her sons and her husband’s arms moving rhythmically at the oars. The breeze carried his song, murmured as cadence for his weary arms and to soothe the children huddled together in the bottom of the boat with the barrels of provisions.
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An 1839 engraving of Mount Desert Rock Lighthouse portrays the drama and excitement of the lightkeeping life. In reality, the station was a lone stump of rock with a cold, damp tower and house on its summit, miles from civilization. (U.S. Coast Guard Archives)





It was more than an hour until the dory was maneuvered into the slip and safely stowed in the boathouse. The keeper lifted his sons onto the ramp, and they ran to their mother shouting of the things they had seen on the mainland — horses pulling carriages, stores with jars of rainbow-colored candies, church spires and bells, bridges drawn up and down by oxen, trees with swings on their limbs, and flowerbeds bursting with blooms. Tugging at her skirt affectionately, they pointed to a large barrel the keeper was hoisting onto the ramp. It contained a gift from the mainland, they said, something she would treasure above all the other gifts that had been carried over the sea during her 12 years on Mount Desert.


The keeper always brought his wife a gift when he returned from the mainland, usually some small trifle to brighten her gray existence. Once it had been a roll of yellow oilpaper that covered only one wall of the kitchen, the one that caught the morning sun. Before that it had been a jar of pungent cloves to mask the damp, salty smell of the pantry. Once he had even returned from Southwest Harbor with an old man in the dory who carried a tuning fork and some rachets to fix her sea-soured piano. The piano was fixed within hours, but the old man stayed ten days, his return home delayed by foul weather.


When the keeper finished unloading the dory he ambled up the ramp, stretching his sore arms, then opened them wide to greet his wife. Sweat glistened on his forehead, though the spring air was cool, and his expression was stern. But it melted into a boyish smile when his wife brushed her lips over his moustache and fished in his shirt pocket for mail. Letters were her lifeline to the shore, and she would read and re-read them until their edges grew dog-eared and the ink faded in the humid salt air. Perhaps the fishermen who passed the rock, or some vessel headed down the Gulf of Maine, would bring a letter now and then; but the biggest haul of mail came on her husband’s return from the mainland.


The keeper knew that his wife would cry, as she always did when his dory returned. It was a safety valve in her heart that always opened after the ordeal of her time alone on the light was done. She would not have cried aloud in his absence. Odd, gulpy sounds escaped from her as they embraced, anguish mixed with joy. Tears gave way to laughter as the boys implored their father to open the barrel containing the gift. “When the the meal is done and the lamps are lit,” he assured them, rolling the large cask into the house and parking it by his chair.


At dusk, the keeper wound his way to the top of the lighthouse and checked the oil pans of the lamps. They were filled, and the wicks were trimmed. The reflectors were polished and the delicate prisms cleaned. Even the clockworks were prepared for the night. His wife had made everything ready for the evening lightup; he needed only to turn up the wicks and touch a match to them. The feeble glow that appeared in the lantern was caught in the silvered reflectors, twisted through the prisms, and cast out into the twilight in eight bright beams visible miles at sea. The beauty of it, and the wizardry, still amazed him. He sat with his light for a while to be sure it burned well, then descended the stairs to the house where his wife was clearing away the meal and restocking her pantry with the much-needed provisions.


It was the first night in weeks that the lighthouse beams comforted her, sweeping by the kitchen windows like brilliant spokes on a lighted wheel. She made coffee for her husband, and set out his tobacco and pipe. He settled into his chair by the south window, where he could see the light reflecting off the oilhouse door. She did not speak to him, knowing he was counting the seconds between flashes to be certain the light characteristic was accurate. “Dark … one, two, three, four … dim, flash, dim … one, two, three, four … dark …” She knew its timing exactly. She had slept in his chair enough nights, one eye shut and the other on the oilhouse door.


When he finally leaned back and removed his boots, she brought him a mug of steaming coffee and placed their sleeping baby daughter in the crook of his arm. The boys waited quietly at their father’s feet, eyes flitting back and forth from each other to the barrel standing beside the keeper’s chair. When he nodded, grinning, they raced to fetch a claw hammer, which they placed in their mother’s hand while guiding her to the barrel. She chided them softly for spending the family’s pittance of a salary on trinkets: “I have need of nothing fancy,” she said, as she pried loose the lid of the barrel. “Nothing!”


It was true; she had all the necessities in life, albeit simple ones. But the keeper could think of a hundred things she had given up to live with him on this forlorn rock, intangible things like church bells ringing, elms shivering in the breeze, April mornings on the mainland when pink apple blossoms sent their perfume riding on the air, when tulips yawned and opened their eyes, and jonquils cried tears of dew. Mount Desert Rock contained none of these things. It was bleak and barren and cold; nothing green grew upon it, nor was there a particle of earth on its face — only rock, gray and dismal.


The barrel lid opened with a screech of nails bending against oak, and an earthy smell touched everyone’s nose. The cat pricked up his whiskers and sniffed with curiosity. The keeper’s wife closed her eyes for a moment and allowed the odor to seep into her brain. It was a familiar smell, one that stirred memories of her youth and the family garden with its dirt freshly turned and neat little rows of flowers just beginning to sprout.


“We couldn’t take you with us to the mainland,” said her husband, “so we brought the mainland to you.”


The soil was cool and moist, and it smelled of roots and earthworms. She let it sift through her fingers, crumbled its little clumps, measured its weight in handfuls. It felt familiar, yet at the same time strange. She allowed her fingers to nuzzle it in an emotional reunion of flesh and earth and memory. The keeper withdrew a small envelope from his pocket, being careful not to wake his baby daughter, and inverted it over the table beside his chair. Hundreds of tiny seeds spilled out and rolled in all directions. Her favorites were there: zinnias, marigolds, nasturiums, along with parsely and chives.




[image: Image]


The lighthouse family at Mount Desert Rock poses on their rocky lawn about 1880. Soil packed in the rock crevices and planted with flowers added bits of color to the gray and dismal station. Several generations of families planted these unusual rock gardens. (U.S. Coast Guard Museum)





When the first rays of sunlight shot up on the eastern horizon, the keeper extinguished the lamps and began to polish their sooty globes. Far below, on the barren pinnacles of their rocky home, his wife carried buckets of the earth and packed it into the rock crevices. Her skirt was soiled and her hair hung scraggly about her dewy face, but the keeper saw a renewed youth and radiance in her, as if by some miracle of reverse time. The tiny seeds were nestled in their stony flowerpots and soaked with rainwater from the cistern. By late June they would burst forth in a riot of color, leaving every sailor who passed spellbound to see flowers blooming on the bleak, pelagic stump known as Mount Desert Rock. Autumn storms would tear away every last fragment of earth, and it would all have to be replaced and replanted the following spring; but the effort seemed small to those who drank in the meaning. Sailors began calling it “God’s Rock Garden.” Every spring thereafter, they brought boxes of soil to the family at Mount Desert Rock and watched in awe as the barren landscape was remarkably transformed.


Egg Rock Lighthouse, Massachusetts, circa 1850


The new keeper of the Egg Rock Lighthouse took charge of the small offshore station early in October, accepting the keys and the logbook from the departing keeper, who offered an admonition to “lay in supplies and fuel, heavy and deep, before the winter seas mount.” The new keeper carried his bride ashore to the lighthouse and lifted her effortlessly across the stone threshold. She was a petite girl half his age whom he had married with the good blessing of her parents, who like many people of their day considered it an honor to add a lightkeeper to their family. She was not a hardy woman, but Egg Rock was only a mile from shore. He could take her home often, he thought, to visit with family or to shop in the small stores of Swampscott and Nahant. If she needed a doctor there was a sturdy rowboat in which to convey her to shore or to bring the doctor out to Egg Rock.


The October sunlight sparkled on the mile-stretch of sea between the lighthouse and shore as the keepers exchanged good wishes. The departing keeper and his wife stepped in the boat that had come for them and rowed away, waving a hesitant goodbye. They could not imagine such a frail girl as the new keeper’s wife on Egg Rock. She more closely resembled a delicate china doll than a lighthouse keeper’s wife, and her languid eyes and weak little cough gave them serious concern. “See that you stock enough wood,” cautioned the departing keeper’s wife, remembering the horrid cold of the house in winter. “And burn it wisely.” Her words were lost on the freshening breeze, however, and carried away before the new keeper and his wife could hear.
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The lightkeeper’s existence was centered on the beacon, which could not be abandoned, even in the most adverse situations. Keepers who were assigned to places like Egg Rock accepted the possible tragic consequences of living on a lonely island at sea. (U.S. Coast Guard Museum)





Their concern was genuine and tenable: The new keeper’s wife was not well. Her cough lingered from an illness she had not quite recovered from before her wedding a month before, and she was entirely too thin for her frame, however small and dainty. In fact, on the very night of her arrival on Egg Rock, the new keeper was compelled to tend both the lighthouse and his spouse. The cold and dampness of the place caused her to wheeze miserably, until she became so choked with phlegm she could not cook the evening meal or help with the lighthouse chores. The keeper bundled her warmly in a chair by the stove and put a pan of water on to boil, in hopes the steam would pacify her rattling lungs.


The couple were unprepared for the harsh conditions on Egg Rock, and the new keeper, who may have feared loneliness most of all, deluded himself in thinking his ailing wife could adjust and enjoy her captivity among the billows. Surrounded on all sides by the sea, with the house and light tower on the island’s highest point, Egg Rock received the fury of 3000 miles of sodden Atlantic wind. The house was never dry, drafts seeped in every crack, a chill crept up through the floors, and worst of all, the water between Egg Rock and the mainland, though barely a mile across, became a churning, frigid expanse in winter. And winter here was a protracted ordeal, long and gloomy and tedious, able to be endured by only the strongest constitution and the toughest hide.


Within days, the keeper’s wife began an irreversible decline. Her hands and face became chafed from the cold, and her feet grew splotchy from poor circulation. Her hair dulled and hung in limp tendrils framing her colorless cheeks; her voice dwindled to a faint rasp. She spent her days huddled by the stove sipping warm liquids and struggling to breathe. By November, her barely audible cough had become a croaking, suffocating pneumonia.


The keeper despaired, trying to do the work alone and care for his ailing wife as well. What little medicines he had to treat her did nothing. Worst of all, the water between Egg Rock and the shore had become an unwelcome gray immensity. No vessels passed near the rock, and the shore lay too far away for a distress signal to be seen. The keeper dared not attempt the rough crossing with his wife so ill, nor could he chance leaving her alone on the rock while he went for help. In this quandary he continued for weeks, until it seemed he went about the dreadful business of tending the beacon, and the sick woman, in a daze. After a time he ceased speaking to his wife, who lay in a stupor on her makeshift bed by the stove. Sometimes he lay beside her, listening to her labored breathing and overcome by his own lassitude.


One morning in December the keeper returned from extinguishing the light and found his wife dead, relieved at last from her torment and with an expression of peace on her face. There were no tears from the keeper. He merely sat beside her, holding her small hand until it grew cold and stiff, and wondering what he should do with her body. There was no one to relieve him of his duties if he took her ashore, which was impossible anyway, with the sea still too rough to risk a crossing. There was no place to bury her on the island either, since what little soil existed was frozen solid and did not afford enough depth to hold a casket. As the embers died down in the stove, he thought of the long winter ahead and the misery that lay before him alone on the light.


Tenderly, he dressed his wife in her best clothes and carried her to the oilhouse, where he fashioned a coffin from pieces of crates and scrap wood that had been stowed in the rafters. The box was not large, for his wife was hardly bigger than a child, and in her illness had withered even smaller. He wrapped her in a blanket, said some reverent words over her departed soul, and nailed shut the improvised coffin. Resignedly, he stood it upright in a corner of the oilhouse and shoved some boxes against it.
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Egg Rock appears more hospitable in this turn-of-the-century postcard view than in earlier years when a keeper’s wife died there because the mile of sea between the island and the mainland was too rough to permit safe crossing for a doctor. (Elinor De Wire Collection)





Weeks passed without relief. If anything, the situation worsened, with the sea unrelenting, the temperature plummeting, and no vessel hoving near enough to be hailed for help. Sea spray had left the rock and lighthouse looking like an ice castle, and every morning brought the challenge of breaking open the door to the outside and chipping away the ice from the windows of the house and the tower; otherwise, the entire place might have imprisoned the keeper until spring. With robotic efficiency, he lighted and extinguished the lamps, polished and dusted, made entries in his logbook, chipped ice, and when the necessity arose, trekked to the oilhouse mortuary to replenish his oilcans, careful to avoid looking at the wooden box standing upright in the corner. He had concluded that it would be many weeks before he could make a crossing to Nahant to hold a proper funeral for his wife.


In late March there came a warm spell that melted the entire station and sent a soothing air over the sea. As the eaves dripped and icicles let go of their anchorages along the roof and lighthouse railing, the keeper thought of his wife and the need to get her ashore, for she also was certainly thawing. He spent two days freeing the dory from its frozen mantle and preparing it for the perilous trip ashore. Then, on a warm equinoctial morning that seemed right for travel, he put out the lamps and trimmed and polished for his return that evening, then went to the oilhouse to fetch his deceased wife.


The coffin, though small and light, was a ponderous affair to load into the dory. It was still solid from its months in the deep freeze of the oilhouse, but once in the sunlight it began to creak and contort, and to exude a fetid odor of decay that multiplied with each hour. The keeper knew that he should not delay in getting it ashore, so he trussed it with ropes on an improvised hoist and dropped it down into the boat with a nail-loosening thud which a hammer quickly repaired. He regretted that his diminutive wife could not repose undisturbed during this requisite trip through lighthouse purgatory; rather, she was irreverently bounced about inside her coffin as it found a seat in the dory and rode the swells toward shore.
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The pleasant life in a lighthouse, as portrayed in this 1880s sketch from St. Nicholas Magazine, was not the case for every lighthouse family. (U.S. Coast Guard Archives)





The row was exhausting in the choppy gut between Egg Rock and the mainland, but once within sight of shore, the keeper was greeted by a swarm of curious landlubbers who had spied the box in the dory and had rowed out to help. He made a brief explanation of his dire situation and implored the townsfolk to fetch a minister and conduct a funeral with haste. This they did, never once questioning the reason for the woman’s death or the keeper’s inability to summon help for her. The lighthouse keeper was well-respected in Nahant, and everyone knew that Egg Rock often exacted a terrible price from its caretakers. The funeral was conducted promptly and was attended by many local residents, who dropped their day’s work and paid their respects to the family of one who had died in service to the lights. For people along the shore, the beacons were almost biblical in symbolism and their keepers the apostles of light. The parents of the dead girl, though grieving, bore no malice toward their son-in-law. They knew it was demanded of him to stand by his light, regardless of personal peril or tragedy. Their daughter had died honorably.
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