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  Preface




  Plowing up the soil of Massachusetts’s history allows a writer to toil in very fertile ground. From Plymouth Rock to Bunker Hill to our beloved Fenway Park, this commonwealth in New England boasts a long, proud history and an unusual number of citizens who carry a passion for the past. As a result the history of Massachusetts comes alive not just in buildings and monuments that commemorate the past, but also in the nooks and crannies of libraries and historical societies where the record of that proud past has been meticulously preserved. For a humble writer of history, it just doesn’t get any better than that.




  New England weather always hides a few surprises. If you don’t like the weather, just wait a minute, as the saying goes. Massachusetts also has miles of hazardous coastline and a seafaring tradition. As the centuries have passed, the “hub” of Boston, like many urban areas, has experienced growing pains in adjusting to new modes of transportation. Cities and towns throughout the commonwealth were in the forefront in confronting the challenges of industrialization and urban growth. In selecting chapters for this book, there were plenty of disasters from which to choose.




  My overriding goal in presenting these stories from Massachusetts’s past has been to rely as much as possible on the actual words of the people who survived these harrowing events. The sensibilities and expectations of people who lived one hundred or more years ago were often different from our own. To capture the real flavor of these historic events, I have relied extensively on news reports written at the time. Whether the wreck of the schooner Eveline Treat in 1865, the famous molasses flood in 1919, or the hellish Cocoanut Grove fire in 1942, original sources still convey the palpable horror of seamen freezing in the shrouds, workers doomed by flowing goo, and patrons torched by a raging fire.




  In poring through thousands of microfilmed pages of newspapers dating back nearly 150 years, I often found it amusing to follow the evolution of the newspapers themselves. When the square-rigger Maritana broke apart on Egg Rock in Boston Harbor in 1861, news type was set by hand. Reports in the local papers were short and to the point. News articles of the day looked like little more than intrusions on valuable advertising space, even on the front page. Twenty years later, the editorial approach had changed. Vivid descriptions of suffering and sorrow portray the wreck of a commuter train at Bussey Bridge in West Roxbury, still a rural village in 1887. Sketch artists were even employed to depict the chaos of the train’s twisted wreckage at a time before news photographs had yet to come into their own. By 1918 newspapers seemed willing to print just about anything and everything that came into their hands. Rambling eyewitness accounts of a German submarine firing at Cape Cod during the “Battle of Orleans” were printed at length—even if they were sometimes pointless and inconsistent. Photographs of the day’s heroes were prominently displayed—even if the blurry images were often a little hard to decipher.




  Of course some things never change. Carelessness is always with us. The needless loss of life on Martha’s Vineyard’s wave-swept rocks survives in history as an object lesson in how not to sail a ship. The collision of trains at a station in Revere in 1871 bears an eerie resemblance to the spectacular crash of an Amtrak and commuter train at Back Bay station in 1990.




  Greed and avarice never go away. The urge to cut corners echoes through any list of man-made mayhem—locking fire doors to control access to a nightclub, building a shoddy dam, failing to maintain an oil tanker, and pouring concrete in freezing weather have all lead to major Massachusetts disasters.




  Happily, a resourceful human spirit is also a timeless constant. The plucky resolve of passengers stranded in railroad cars during the blizzard of 1888 surfaces again in the good-natured response of urban motorists caught in a record-breaking storm ninety years later. Through tornado, hurricane, fire and flood, these stories of heroic deeds prove that selfless courage will find a way to prevail—a comforting thought in a world in which unheard-of disasters certainly lay ahead.




  — Larry Pletcher




  
CHAPTER 1 AMERICA’S ROOTS OF MANIFEST DESTINY The Massacre at Turners Falls
1676





  Four centuries ago, the mighty river that Algonquin tribes called quinnehtukqut sustained life for thousands of indigenous inhabitants along its 400-mile run, from humble headwaters in what is now northern Maine to its broad terminus at the Long Island Sound.




  The Connecticut River, as it became known, was particularly generous with its bounty at a set of great falls 120 miles upstream from the sound, near Greenfield in north-central Massachusetts. Since ancient times, fish migrating from the sea to spawn upriver had pooled there in vast numbers, stymied by the falls. And for centuries, native people had been using spears and ingenious weirs to scoop up basketsful of salmon, shad, eels, sea lampreys, herring, alewives, and other species. The fish provided a storehouse of protein that sustained them for months. The commodity was so important that tribes—the Narragansett, Nipmuc, Wampanoag, Wabanaki, and others—negotiated shared access, and indigenous villages took root nearby.




  Perhaps 500 members of various tribes were encamped near the falls in mid-May 1676, as migratory shad were stacked like slabs of cordwood at the base of the tumbling water. But a dark shadow loomed over this riverside idyll. The tribes were aligned with Metacomet, the charismatic chief of the Pokunoket band from eastern Massachusetts. For fifty years, coastal tribes had coexisted with Puritan settlers, thanks to mutually beneficial trade partnerships—animal furs exchanged for English goods such as food and weapons, for example. But Metacomet, nicknamed King Philip by the English, seethed in the late 1660s as agreements broke down and the burgeoning European population pushed ever farther inland, claiming arable land and establishing new towns.




  By 1675, about 80,000 Europeans were living in more than one hundred towns that had radiated from the Plymouth colony. More than half of the settlements were located in what would become Massachusetts. That June, Metacomet’s tribe attacked and destroyed bayside Swansea, and the English military retaliated with an attack against an indigenous village. These were the opening salvos of a bloody fourteen-month conflict that became known as King Philip’s War. The Pokunokets and allied tribes attacked a dozen towns, including many along the Connecticut River, which was then the western frontier. In September and October 1675, native tribes killed as many as one hundred English soldiers and settlers in incursions against riverside settlements at Springfield, Hadley, Greenfield, Deerfield, and Northfield. The latter two outposts were destroyed, and settlers took up refuge at the downriver towns of Hadley and Hatfield, near Northampton.




  As authorities in Connecticut and Massachusetts Bay negotiated peace with coastal tribal leaders, infuriated settlers on the Connecticut River frontier pleaded with English officials to attack the natives gathered at the great falls. The match in the powder barrel—the final provocation for settlers—came in May 1676 when natives raided meadows outside Hatfield and captured seventy horses and cows that they drove home to their encampment at the falls. On May 15, John Russell, an influential Puritan minister in Hadley, dispatched an urgent letter to John Allyn, an English magistrate in Connecticut, all but demanding a counterattack. “He informed Allyn that the upper river towns were going to take immediate action against the native encampments around Peskeompskut (the falls) whether Connecticut was willing to assist or not, and regardless of any ongoing peace negotiations,” according to a 2015 US Department of the Interior retrospective. Russell’s missive (with misspellings) had the timbre of military intelligence: “They sitt by us secure wthout watch, busy at their harvest worke storing themselves with food for a yeer to fight against us . . .”




  Just a few days later, fifty garrison soldiers and a hundred citizen volunteers spoiling for a fight had mustered at Hatfield. At dusk on May 18 the company embarked on a 20-mile ride north to the falls. They were led by fifty-two-year-old Captain William Turner, who had emigrated from Devon, England, in 1642. With most of the men on horseback, the group traveled swiftly overnight along a well-rutted trace that paralleled the river. They dismounted and crept on foot the final half mile, arriving at daybreak with their fingers on musket triggers while the villagers were still under blankets in their domed wigwams, just as Turner had planned. Facing little resistance, the English fired indiscriminately into the native domiciles. The ambush was ruthlessly successful. Some indigenous men escaped, according to historical accounts, but as many as three hundred natives were slaughtered, many of them women, children, or elderly. The rout was so thorough that only a single English soldier lost his life. Turner’s men ransacked the encampments, pitching into the river anything of value, including weapons and stored corn and fish.




  The English eventually began a rather casual, disorganized return to Hatfield, meandering toward their tethered horses. Militiamen fended off several negligible native attacks enroute to the horses. Once mounted, they were met three miles later, near Greenfield, in a furious counter-ambush by bands of indigenous warriors who had quickly assembled as word of the English attack reverberated along the river valley.




  “Unhappily,” as historian Louis H. Everts would write a century after the battle, “the glorious victory was destined to be followed by a disastrous defeat.” He continued, “A sudden attack in large force was made by Indians, and (amid) a report circulating that the attack was led in person by Philip, at the head of a thousand savages, the whites became panic-stricken.” Militiaman broke ranks and “fled in the wildest disorder.” The result, Everts wrote, “was little short of slaughter.” About forty Englishmen were killed, including Captain Turner.




  The massacre at Turners Falls proved to be the Rubicon crossing of King Philip’s War. As the Department of the Interior report concluded, the “attack effectively ended any serious attempts by either side to pursue peace negotiations for the remainder of the war.” Reinforcements were dispatched to secure the river valley, and the English made King Philip a marked man. He was tracked down on August 12, 1676, in a swampy swath of the Pokunoket homeland in what is now Bristol, Rhode Island. He was shot dead, and his remains were subjected to a ghoulish variation on the English penalty for high treason. King Philip was beheaded, and his body was quartered and hung on public display. His head was mounted on a pike that stood for two decades at the entrance to the old fort and stockade at Plymouth.




  The site of the massacre was named Turners Falls in honor of the slain English captain. And though the falls were obscured long ago by construction of a dam, a memorial marker on an adjacent traffic island recalls the events there long ago: “Captain William Turner with 145 men surprised and destroyed over 300 Indians encamped at this place May 19, 1676.”




  The natives died in obscurity; there is no record of their names or other identifiers—not even their genders. Historians estimate that about 800 English and as many as 3,000 natives died in King Philip’s War. The loss of life was tragic, with innocents fallen on both sides. But a corollary of this early conflict between the native population and new arrivals was the doctrine of manifest destiny that it helped establish—the notion that cross-continental expansion was not only inevitable, but justified.




  Many of King Philip’s people, including his wife and adolescent son, were scraped from their homeland, deported to Bermuda, and enslaved. In their authoritative history of the war, authors Eric B. Schultz and Michael J. Tougias argue that this long-overlooked conflict is an essential part of the American historical narrative:




  

  “Among the handful of seminal events that shaped our mind and continent, King Philip’s War is perhaps the least studied and most forgotten . . . In essence, the war cleared southern New England’s native population from the land, and with it a way of life that evolved over a millennium. . . . In its aftermath, the English established themselves as the dominant peoples—allowing for the uninterrupted growth of England’s northern colonies right up to the American Revolution.”







  
CHAPTER 2 “POOR CREATURES” PERISH ON IRISH FAMINE SHIP The Wreck of the Brig St. John
1849





  Sea Captain Martin Oliver was feeling grateful and magnanimous as dusk descended on his westbound brig as it bore down on the rocky Massachusetts coast.




  For a full month, the St. John had plowed a relentless watery furrow 2,500 nautical miles from Galway, on the west coast of Ireland, toward its destination of Boston. The ship carried a human payload of 110 Irish men, women, and children, most shoehorned into steer-age, fleeing the epic hunger in their homeland for the golden shores of America.




  These famine ships were known among the Irish—steeped in dark humor—as floating coffins. The voyages typically claimed one in five passengers from such maladies as dysentery, typhus, and cholera. But this trip had been different. Fair weather and a favorable wind had eased the St. John across the Atlantic swiftly and without loss of life. Captain Oliver summoned his passengers up from their rat hole to the main deck at 5 p.m. on October 6, 1849. He pointed a weathered finger toward a faint beacon: the Highland Lighthouse at North Truro on Cape Cod.




  “Tonight,” Oliver shouted, “shall be your last night upon the St. John!”




  Whoops went up, drowning out the bluster of a windy squall that was rising up. No matter. It was time to celebrate. America was at arm’s reach. What could go wrong? The rapid passage had left a surplus in the crew’s ration of grog. Oliver ordered the release of a few jugs to passengers. Sturdy spirits were passed from one set of lips to the next as passengers and crew “passed the night in song and dance,” as one participant later put it.




  Most of the voyagers came from the potato-fungus destitution of rural villages in County Clare—places like Ennistimon, Lahinch, and Kilfenora, where the ancient Irish tongue was still the primary language. Many were neighbors, acquaintances, or kin to one another—the Slattery sisters of Ennistimon, the Lahiff brothers of Kilfenora. There were several small families, young couples with a child or two, such as the McMahans of Roan and the McGraths of Ennis. The largest family contingent was that of Patrick and Catherine Sweeney, peasants from rural County Galway traveling with their eight children.




  Amid the revelry, the ship tacked north along Cape Cod’s upper arm toward its next marker, the lighthouse at Scituate, twenty miles from Provincetown across the gaping mouth of Cape Cod Bay. The passengers, tipsy from grog or buzzed with anticipation, were tucked back into bunks by the time the crew eyed the Scituate beacon, at 1 a.m. on Sunday, October 7.




  The wind had muscled up, and a big blow began to buffet the St. John, a 125-foot square-master that displaced 200 tons. The brig and its captain had made many crossings during the famine, which peaked from 1845 to 1850, when each year about 200,000 Irish citizens poured off boats into the United States and Canada. Scores of aging cargo ships like the St. John had been refitted to meet the demand for passenger boats. The Great Famine brought lucrative business, with the Irish paying as much as a year’s peasant wages—the equivalent of perhaps $1,000 in today’s money—to travel like salted sardines packed in the dinginess below deck. Grub amounted to rationed water, bread, biscuits, and potatoes. There was no privacy, no niceties. The refugees knew from letters and stories of those who had gone before them that an ocean passage in steerage could be hell. So they knew that luck had been with them.




  The St. John rolled and swayed as she passed northbound at Scituate, moving toward the treacherous, rocky obstacle course leading into Boston Harbor. Its mouth lay barely ten miles ahead, but Captain Oliver made a prudent decision to wait out the weather—and the darkness—in the safety of deeper water a few miles off the coast. Although Maine has the rocky-coast reputation, the heavily traveled sea lanes into Massachusetts harbors offered many challenges for mariners. Dangerous shoals, ledges, and boulders disappear at high tide, fooling callous young captains. Stoney ship-wreckers awaited those who strayed even slightly from the safety of the slim straits into Boston. Dozens of Captain Oliver’s contemporaries had seen their rigs driven ashore or onto rocks off the Nantasket Peninsula when they tried to force their way into Boston during storms.




  Oliver was too salty to fall for the sea’s trump l’oeil of placidity. He descended from an old maritime family from the Claddagh, a storied fishing-boat homebase on Galway Bay. He also understood that the St. John was a musty old brig. One sea-goer rated her “none too seaworthy.” “She was old and worn with the passage of time,” said another. The ship was owned by Henry Comerford, a wealthy, British-appointed magistrate in Galway. His young nephew, also named Henry, was first mate aboard the St. John’s voyage to Boston. Three of Comerford’s nieces, Mary, Nancy, and Margaret Flannigan, were traveling in a first-class cabin.




  An hour beyond Scituate, the St. John crew of sixteen was roused to the deck. Oliver ordered sails furled and anchors dropped. He hoped to hold his brig safe and steady against the storm. It was not a coincidence that the captain had decided to apply the brakes there, about three miles off Cohasset, where he knew the waters are a minefield of stone. A lighthouse under construction in the fall of 1849 would be illuminated just a few months later to mark Minot’s Ledge, which had been a ship’s boneyard for decades. Just inside the ledge was a series of rocks—the Hogsheads, Shag Rock, and, closer to shore, the Grampuses, a series of outcroppings linked by ledges that lay in wait like pirates just below the surface. The name Grampus was adapted by English-speakers from an Old French word for whale. Whalers applied it to a particularly terrifying sea creature: orca, the killer whale. The Grampus rocks lived up to their menacing name: A federal report documented forty shipwrecks off Cohasset from 1832 to 1841.




  Captain Oliver recognized that he had a dire problem after his crew weighed the giant twin iron anchors. The storm pushed the St. John with such force that the anchors skittered along the bottom, failing to find a grip on the ocean floor. As the ship inched relentlessly closer to the Cohasset rocks, Oliver ordered desperate measures to reduce its wind drag. Working feverishly in the dark amid huge sea swells, implacable winds, and horizontal rain, the crew and passenger volunteers cut loose sail material and, on Oliver’s order, toppled the brig’s heavy twin masts into the sea. At first light, those clinging to the St. John deck saw a strange sight: Another famine brig, the Kathleen, was anchored and in distress, taking on water, just inside the rocks off Cohasset Harbor. Rescuers had gathered on shore and were struggling to launch boats into the pounding surf. They stood witness from barely a mile away as the St. John slowly approached the Grampus rocks at daybreak that Sunday, when many in Cohasset would be preparing for church. Eyewitnesses assumed incorrectly that the St. John was moving toward shore to come to the aid of the Kathleen. Instead, as The Boston Daily Bee put it, “She dragged her anchors and struck the rocks.”




  

  The vessel struck about 7 a.m. . . . The sea ran mountains high, and as soon as she touched, the waves swept the unfortunate human beings upon her crowded decks by dozens into the sea. The spectators of this awful sight imagined that they could hear the cries of the victims as they were swept away, but as no boat, save the lifeboat, could have lived in the gale, it was found impossible to render aid…After the ship struck the rocks, she thumped awhile, but shortly went to pieces…Quite a number of her passengers, especially women and children, were below when she struck, and were probably drowned there, as a hole was almost instantly thumped in her bottom…Great difficulty was experienced in saving those who came ashore on the pieces of the wreck, on account of the surf, which would throw them upon the rocks and then carry them to sea again. The poor creatures would cling with a death-grasp to the clothes of those who came to rescue them.





   

  Pinned on an underwater ledge, the St. John was pounded against Grampus Rock by gigantic, metronomic waves. An attempted evacuation dissolved into bedlam. The crew deployed a jollyboat, a sixteen-foot dinghy dangling at the stern normally used to ferry personnel to and from shore. The captain’s account said that as many thirty-five passengers cast themselves into the little boat. It was swamped and sank. The only other life-saving option was the brig’s long boat, with a capacity of perhaps twenty. About ten people made it safely to shore in that vessel. The roster of those who survived in the long boat is eyebrow-raising even today: Captain Oliver, First Mate Comerford, and seven other sailors. One passenger is believed to have found a place onboard. About ten other passengers—seven women and three men—endured only by providence or sheer luck. They clung like barnacles to a chunk of the deck and rode it to shore.




  All other passengers were doomed, including each of the ten Sweeneys. The father, Patrick, was last observed trying desperately to stay afloat while clutching his toddler daughter, Agnes. A wave took them under once and for all. Cohasset residents and Irish immigrants who streamed down from Boston stood vigil at the shore for weeks afterwards, retrieving bodies that the ocean surrendered. Sloppiness in the St. John’s passenger manifest—including misspellings of surnames and hometowns—made it difficult to definitively catalog the number of those who perished. Modern researchers suggest the fatalities totaled ninety-two, including seven crewmen, twenty-eight male passengers, thirty-eight women, and nineteen children.




  Captain Oliver was subjected to an inquisition but was allowed to return to Galway, where he receded from the public eye. Accounts of the shipwreck from the mid-1800s suggested the St. John was done in by a classic New England nor’easter. But weather historians later linked the Cohasset tragedy to a slow-moving, late-season Atlantic hurricane that blew through Bermuda, then crawled up the coast from Carolina to Massachusetts. The storm, with winds approaching a hundred miles per hour, claimed nearly 150 lives in Massachusetts alone. It also condemned the ship-bound Irish voyagers who were ten miles and a few hours away from a new beginning in America.




  The shipwreck was the worst maritime calamity associated with the famine, and it forged a tight bond between the Irish of the Boston area and those in the homeland, many of whom still make pilgrimages to Cohasset. In 1914, the Ancient Order of Hibernians here and there jointly erected a twenty-foot Celtic cross to commemorate the victims. It sits atop an elevated rock outcropping at Cohasset’s Central Cemetery, where forty-five victims from the St. John were buried in a mass grave. The view from the little hill looks out on a tidal basin and beyond to the Atlantic Ocean. In the distance lies Grampus Rock.




  Just after the disaster, the writer Henry David Thoreau was visiting the seashore for the first time from his wooded retreat near Concord. He was drawn to Cohasset by stories in the Boston newspapers, and his observations became the first chapter of his book Cape Cod. He had a curious take on the tragedy, imbued with his notion that the afterlife holds godly riches unimaginable to mortals. “The strongest wind cannot stagger a spirit,” he wrote. “A just man’s purpose cannot be split on any Grampus or material rock, but itself will split rocks till it succeeds.”




  Standing on the Cohasset shore, Thoreau gazed out beyond Pleasant Cove and puzzled over the peril concealed in rocks that seemed so benign.




  

  The ocean did not look, now, as if any were ever shipwrecked in it; it was not grand and sublime, but beautiful as a lake. Not a vestige of a wreck was visible, nor could I believe that the bones of many a shipwrecked man were buried in that pure sand.







  
CHAPTER 3 KEEPERS WARNED OF DANGER; NO ONE LISTENED Collapse of Minot’s Ledge Lighthouse
1851





  Ship captains were fully aware of the lurking treachery amid the rocky shoals of Massachusetts Bay by the date of the St. John Irish famine ship tragedy of 1849. Boston Light, on Little Brewster Island at a key approach to Boston Harbor, had been warning sailors since 1716. And the lighthouse at Scituate, Massachusetts—just twelve miles southeast of Little Brewster by sea—first beamed its beacon in 1812. But in between those two lighthouses lay an obstacle course of boulders, ledges, and islands that had been chewing up ships for more than a century.




  As the US mulled a lighthouse-building binge from Florida to Maine in the mid-1800s, experts were asked to identify potential locations that deserved priority. Many advocated for safety improvements along the narrow entry lanes to busy Massachusetts Bay, with a craggy coastline reminiscent of Maine’s. An 1838 report by Lieutenant Edward Carpenter of the US Navy urged swift construction of a lighthouse on a ledge offshore from Cohasset, roughly halfway between the Scituate and Boston lights. The spot, infamous for generations of mariners, was known as Minot’s Ledge, after George Minot, a Boston merchant who lost a ship there in 1754.




  “Directly in the way of the whole coasting-trade of the south shore (of Boston), and not far from the track of vessels bound in from sea, lies Minot’s Ledge, reaching nearly two miles into the bay,” Carpenter wrote. “This is only about five miles from Scituate, so that a good light there would help to prevent some of those numerous and fatal accidents which have befallen vessels on this ledge.” He added, “Perhaps no place on the coast requires a better light. . . .” A lighthouse committee of the Boston Marine Society reached an identical conclusion that same year: “The importance of having a light house on a rock so dangerous to the navigation of Boston, on which so many valuable lives and so much property has been lost, is too well known to need comment.”




  Yet Minot’s Ledge was beaconless a full five years later, to the great consternation of Isaiah William Penn Lewis, the Bostonian and prominent American lighthouse designer. “For a long series of years, petitions have been presented to Congress from the citizens Boston for erecting a light-house on these dreadful rocks, but no action has ever yet been taken upon the subject,” he wrote. He added that the ledge had “caused the death of many a brave seaman and the loss of large amounts of property. . . . A light house on this reef is more required than on any part of the seaboard of New England.” Lewis enumerated forty shipwrecks in that immediate area from 1832 to 1841, with untold fatalities and financial losses measuring in the hundreds of millions in today’s dollars.




  But it took yet another wreck to prod Congress into action. On February 12, 1847, a commercial brig out of New Orleans was battered by the rocks off Cohasset, though it was able to limp into Boston Harbor without loss of life. Just a month later, Congress agreed to appropriate $20,000 to begin the construction of a lighthouse on Minot’s Ledge. It was a challenging installation, beginning with its location offshore, which was highly unusual. Existing lighthouses in the US were positioned on solid ground at the water’s edge. Minot’s Ledge was submerged except for low-tide interludes on calm days, so work would occur in fits and starts, with workmen frequently retreating to the safety of boats or floating platforms.




  There was a touch of nationalism in this effort. In 1841, British engineers working amid the difficulties of swelling seas had successfully renovated the old Eddystone Rocks lighthouse on a dangerous submerged ledge in Plymouth Sound at the approach to the English Channel. If the Brits could do it, why not the Yanks?




  The classic lighthouse design—carefully fitted stacked granite blocks that taper upward from a broad base—had been the standard of structural stability since the mid-1700s. But Captain William H. Swift, the Minot’s Ledge project manager for the US Army Corp of Topographical Engineers, argued that tidal conditions and the twenty-five-foot width of the rock shelf chosen for the lighthouse made a granite column impractical. Instead, he recommended a metal structure, with a keeper’s cabin and the light source resting atop a skeleton of cast iron exposed to the elements, allowing waves to pass freely through the ironwork frame.




  These lighthouses, known as iron-pile or screw-pile construction, were not uncommon in coastal locations with muddy or sandy soil—Maryland, North Carolina, the Gulf Coast. But they were rare in New England. Captain Swift assured handwringers that the eight legs and center column drilled deep into the ledge’s bedrock would keep the lighthouse burning bright for generations. Not incidentally, the design had one distinct advantage: iron-pile lighthouses were cheaper than granite structures because they could be built in a fraction of the time without the complication of workers at sea grappling with colossal hunks of stone.




  In that era, cheap was appealing in Washington. Congress in the 1820s had placed oversight of America’s proposed lighthouse expansion in the purview of Stephen Pleasonton, a notoriously skin-flint US Treasury bureaucrat with no maritime experience. Still pinching pennies two decades later, Swift loved the idea of an economical lighthouse for Minot’s Ledge, and the project got a green light—at last. But the design decision would have dire consequences.




  Construction began in the spring of 1847 with tedious, time-consuming drilling into the rock from a platform erected at the site. Nearly eighteen months passed before the necessary nine holes—each a foot in diameter and five feet deep—were bored to accept the cemented iron legs and center column that would form the base of the structure. Diagonal cross-braces were added for stability, and the keeper’s quarters were constructed atop a platform about fifty feet above the surf. The cherry on top of the seventy-five-foot structure was a sixteen-sided Fresnel-lens lantern that first emitted its beam of steady white light on January 1, 1850.




  Americans were beguiled by what they imagined was a man-in-the-moon life for the Minot light-keeper, perched tenuously on an offshore ledge. Writer Henry David Thoreau, after passing near the lighthouse by boat, wrote, “Think of making your bed thus in the crest of a breaker! To have the waves, like a pack of hungry wolves, eying you always, night and day, and from time to time making a spring at you, almost sure to have you at last.”




  Yet dozens of men applied for the job, which paid $50 a month. The position went to Isaac Dunham, who had worked as a lighthouse keeper in Maine for twenty-five years. From the first time Dunham ascended the ladder to his new home, he worried about the iron tower’s stability. The structure swayed when the wind blew—and it blew most of the time—sending dishes skittering across the dinner table. He logged an attempt to clean the lantern lens during “a tremendous gale” during his first week on the job. He wrote, “It seames (sic) as though the Light House would go from the Rock.” Three months later, Dunham foresaw the pearly gates during a terrifying April storm: “The wind E. blowing very hard with an ugly sea which makes the light real [sic] like a Drunken Man — I hope God will in mercy still the raging sea — or we must perish.”




  Dunham implored Pleasonton’s lighthouse bureaucracy in Washington to reinforce the iron structure, warning that it was certain to collapse. But Captain Swift dismissed the keeper’s concerns, and Dunham resigned after just ten months and was replaced by John Bennett, a former British naval officer. Bennett and his assistant keepers soon recognized the same structural flaws that drove their predecessor ashore, and they documented their concerns in detailed log notes. Assistant keeper Samuel Gardiner had a come-to-Jesus moment during a storm, writing, “Our situation is perilous. If anything happens before day dawns on us again, we have no hope of escape. But I shall, if it be God’s will, die in the performance of my duty.” As word of the keepers’ worries spread, the lighthouse attracted infamy—and nosy journalists. “I was coolly told that it was very doubtful if it stood through this winter,” wrote a scribe from Newburyport, Massachusetts, who ventured out in January 1851. Keeper Bennett said the cross-supports nearest the water had been “bent up in fantastic shapes” or “torn asunder from their fastenings” due to icy buildup. He was convinced that this had weakened an already questionable design.




  Lacking relief from Washington, Bennett and his aides cobbled together their own jury-rigged escape plan. The lighthouse was inaccessible by boat once a storm kicked up, and the small dory moored there would be of no use in high seas. So Bennett ran a stout hawser rope, nearly six inches thick, from the lighthouse walkway to a boulder 200 feet away, where he hoped to survive by clinging to the granite while awaiting rescue. The keepers practiced an evacuation plan, gliding along the rope in a hammock sling. This offered some meager hope that the lighthouse cabin need not become their coffin.




  A life-or-death test of the safety system soon arrived. Several brutal storms struck the New England coast in a five-week stretch from mid-March to mid-April 1851. A four-day March nor’easter battered the tower, loosening more cross-braces and destroying the dory. A month later, two assistant keepers found themselves on the ledge without a boat when a big blow arrived on April 11 and grew into a hurricane over the next several days. A storm surge on April 14 swamped the Boston waterfront with the highest floodwaters ever recorded. “Thousands of spectators flocked down to the wharves to witness the grand spectacle,” reported the Boston Daily EveningTranscript.
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