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INTRODUCTION

At the New London Ledge Lighthouse in Connecticut, a ghost named Ernie stares back at anyone brave enough to look into a mirror. At Owls Head in Maine, a phantom spaniel warns ships away from deadly rocks with its incessant barking. Near Delaware’s Cape Henlopen an enigmatic Corpse Light lures unwary mariners to destruction on the shoals of Delaware Bay. On North Carolina’s Outer Banks, the ghost of Aaron Burr’s demented daughter, Theodosia, walks the beach beside a mysterious stone circle marking the original location of the historic Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. Not far from the Point Lookout Lighthouse in Maryland, invisible Confederate prisoners cry out in pain or sing Civil War songs to help them forget that they are imprisoned not just by their Union captors, but now by death as well. When Gulf breezes blow harder than usual, the Bolivar Point Lighthouse near Galveston, Texas, wails, perhaps to lament the thousands who died there in a mighty hurricane more than a century ago. When a cold wind whips past the Presque Isle Lighthouse in Michigan, the stormy Witch of November screeches to let sailors on Lake Huron know she is coming. In Oregon, Terrible Tilly screams to let others know that he and a host of other monsters now possess the offshore Tillamook Rock Lighthouse. And in California a murdered widow searches the tower of the Pigeon Point Lighthouse looking for her missing stomach.


When speaking of such weird, eerie, spooky, or seemingly unnatural phenomena, people who are interested in ghosts—and that includes just about everybody—sometimes employ the term “paranormal.” This often used and almost as often abused word means “beyond normal experience” and generally is applied when referring to something that cannot be explained by scientific or rational means. However, the word “paranormal” is of very little use when talking about lighthouses. That’s because there is so little about lighthouses that could rightly be described as “normal.”


Lighthouses and the keepers who lived in them and faithfully maintained their beacons have always existed outside the realm of normal day-to-day human experience. The grand light towers and the keeper’s residences that accompanied them were often located on remote cliffs or islands far from the nearest town or village. There they were exposed to the worst imaginable storms, to earthquakes and flood, and during times of war, to the enemy.


The men and women who lived in lighthouses and lit their lamps each night were a breed apart. They had to be, because otherwise they never could have survived the hard work, terrible weather, danger, and loneliness. Sometimes the conditions at lighthouses drove keepers or members of their families out of their minds—or to put it differently, into another, utterly separate reality.


However, except when they were climbing the steps of their light towers, most keepers kept their feet firmly planted on the ground. They held onto their sanity by throwing themselves into their work with a hard-minded devotion that is difficult to comprehend, especially given that they were usually paid only a few dollars a month. Despite the low pay and the often harsh climates they were often forced to endure, they kept at their task day and night, displaying their beacons and saving the lives of sailors they would never meet and who would never know the keepers’ names.


Some keepers served so long and so faithfully that they could barely be distinguished from the lighthouses in which they worked and lived. It was as if their very spirits had been absorbed by the wood of the floors, the brick and stone of the walls, the cast iron of the tower steps, and the polished glass prisms of the lenses in the lantern room. Is it any wonder that when their physical bodies were finally worn out and buried, their spirits were sometimes thought to have remained behind in the form of ghosts?


AMERICA’S FIRST LIGHTHOUSE GHOST


It doesn’t take a heightened sensitivity or any special sort of vision to notice the ghosts at the Boston Lighthouse on Massachusetts’s Little Brewster Island. The ghosts here don’t hide under the floorboards. They walk right through the walls or they knock on the door.


Maybe that’s because the Boston Lighthouse is the oldest navigational beacon in North America. It has had three centuries to become haunted.


The first keeper of the Boston Lighthouse was a man named George Worthy-lake. A shepherd and harbor pilot by day, Worthylake thought he could earn a little extra money by keeping the Boston Light burning at night. His first evening on the job was September 14, 1716, and with the sun descending in the west and a blanket of gloom racing across the ocean from the east, he hurried up the tower steps and put a match to the station’s tallow candles for the very first time. On that night and the many thousands of nights since, the masters of ships headed for Boston have seen the light and known that safe water lay ahead. Mariners still see it today, almost three hundred years after it first shined out over the harbor.


With the light on Little Brewster to give it a commercial boost, Boston became a magnet for shipping, and merchants and warehousemen along the city’s waterfront prospered. The new lighthouse proved far less profitable for Worthylake, however. Fate had no fortune in store for him. His salary of 50 pounds a year was supposed to be supplemented by the fees he earned for serving as a harbor pilot. But Worthylake’s responsibilities as keeper proved much more arduous and time-consuming than he had expected, and there was little time left for steering ships.


To help feed and clothe his family, the keeper ran herds of sheep on Little Brewster and other nearby islands, but Worthylake had no more luck as a shepherd than he did as a pilot. During a terrible winter gale in 1717, several dozen of his sheep wandered out onto a spit where they were soon stranded by the tide. Since he could not in good conscience abandon his post in the midst of a storm, Worthy lake could do nothing to assist these hapless animals. From the high lantern of the lighthouse, he watched in despair as one after another of his sheep washed off the spit and into the sea.


Worthylake lost fifty-nine sheep to the storm. To help ease the financial burden of this loss, the town of Boston agreed to increase the keeper’s salary to 70 pounds. Unfortunately, Worthylake never got to spend the money. As he was returning from Boston, where he had gone to collect his pay, his boat capsized only a few hundred yards from the safety of the dock on Little Brewster Island. The shepherd turned lighthouse keeper drowned, and his body washed ashore on the same spit where his sheep had recently perished. By the time his remains were discovered, the money he had received in Boston had mysteriously vanished.


During the centuries since Worthylake drowned, the Boston Lighthouse has had at least sixty keepers—that’s more than the United States has had presidents. Few of them remained on the job for more than a few years, but likely most were far happier on Little Brewster than was its first keeper. On nearly 100,000 evenings, they climbed the tower steps, lit the light, and kept it burning, and this way of life and work continued for Boston keepers right on up until the eve of the twenty-first century, when their job was finally taken over by computerized timers. During all this time, whether they lived on the island by themselves or with their families, Boston Lighthouse keepers never felt alone on Little Brewster. They always felt that someone was with them. Many of them believed that someone was George Worthylake.


Lighthouse keepers didn’t just keep lights. They kept logbooks, much the way sea captains would in their ship cabins. The logbooks at the Boston Lighthouse were mostly filled with mundane information detailing the weather, the condition of the tower and lighthouse apparatus, the quantity of food and other supplies on hand, and routine day-to-day events. Occasionally, however, keepers on Little Brewster took note of some very strange happenings: doors and windows that opened and closed all by themselves, eerie lights out in the water or down along the shore, strange footsteps on the tower staircase, loud banging noises on the walls and ceilings of the residence, and voices that seemed to come from nowhere.


Since their island was located a considerable distance from the mainland, keepers here rarely received visitors. Even so, they often heard knocks at the door. When the keepers answered the knock, there was almost never anyone outside. On a couple of occasions, however, the keepers opened the door and found standing before them a middle-aged man dressed in what appeared to be eighteenth-century shepherd’s clothing. Then, before they could speak, the man was gone. He didn’t turn and walk away, he just vanished. Sometimes the man didn’t wait for the keeper to answer his knock. He walked right through the closed door, across the floor, and then out through the wall on the opposite side of the room.


When keepers reported these bizarre occurrences, their superiors on the mainland likely thought they had gone stir crazy out there on the lonely island, but this was not true. Like most keepers, they were sound of mind and body. They had to be in order to do their work and keep the light burning each and every night. And anyway, they had their own explanation for the strange phenomena they sometimes encountered on Little Brewster. “It’s just old George up to his tricks,” they said.



REALM OF LIGHT AND SHADOW


A lighthouse makes a perfect home for ghosts. The interiors of lighthouse towers are dark and shadowy and they nearly always feature spiral staircases likely to resound under the heavy tread of a weary old phantom. The bedrooms of lighthouse residences sometimes feature cloudy antique mirrors that may reflect the faces of people who are not necessarily standing in front of them. The kitchens have dishes, pots, and pans to rattle, and windows that can be opened and closed without the help of flesh-and-blood hands. And lighthouses have expansive grounds that can be walked by sailors drowned in early nineteenth-century shipwrecks, mothers searching for children lost in tragic accidents more than a century ago, or keepers fatally wounded by Civil War shot and shell.


Life, death, and drama have always swirled in and around lighthouses, and these things make a lasting impression on places and structures. They leave behind a spiritual residue that causes some people to call them historic and others to call them haunted. It is probably safe to say that every lighthouse in America is now considered historic and that every last one of them is also haunted.


Does this mean that every lighthouse has its own resident ghost? Who can answer that? Certainly there are lighthouses—though perhaps not as many as you may think—that have never been directly linked to any ghost story or unexplained phenomena. That may not continue to be the case, however. Sometimes ghosts hide under the steps or in the closets of buildings waiting for the right person to come along, someone who knows where to look for them and has the sensitivity to see or hear them. The plain fact is that some people have an eye and an ear for ghosts, and others do not.


If you possess the sort of vision it takes to recognize a ghost when you see one, then you are going to love this book. It’s filled with stories that will take you to the edge of reality and beyond. It will help you reach out into the night, like the beacon of a lighthouse, and shine a light on a place we all know exists but we just can’t see.


Haunted Lighthouses contains thirty-one of the scariest and most fascinating ghost stories you are ever likely to encounter. Since lighthouses and the ghosts that haunt them vary from region to region, the book is divided into four sections: East, South, Great Lakes, and West. There are also three highly informative appendixes. The first offers a quick look at a couple dozen other haunted lighthouses that may interest you. The second introduces you to some of the key terms and important people associated with lighthouses, and it explains how they may be linked to the haunting of these historic structures. The third provides some brief travel information to help you find the lighthouses, if not the ghosts that inhabit them.
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CHAPTER 1: ERNIE’S DOMAIN

New London Ledge Light

New London, Connecticut

Offshore lighthouses are cold, damp, and drafty, and life there was terribly hard for keepers and their wives. One of these lonely outposts was hardly the ideal place for a man to bring his bride, especially not a lovely and romantically inclined young lady like the one who plays so prominent a role in the following story. Apparently the isolation of her new home, surrounded on all sides by tossing ocean waves, proved too much for her. She soon cast her eyes toward the twinkling lights of nearby New London and its ferry terminal with tragic—and haunting—results.

It can be seen from several points along Pequot Avenue in the old colonial port city of New London, Connecticut, or from Ocean Beach Park just south of town. Look toward the east and, if the weather is not too stormy, you’ll behold one of the most mysterious sights in all of New England. Out there in the distance near the mouth of the Thames River is a house that appears to be floating on air just above the shimmering surface of Long Island Sound.

Anyone unfamiliar with this spectral building will probably have great difficulty identifying it. So incongruous is its appearance and location, those who see it from shore will likely be seized by one or another wild surmise. Has someone built a mansion out there in the middle of the sound? Or has one of the grand old estate houses along the Connecticut shore somehow slid down into the water and floated out to sea?

The structure is indeed an impressive one. Its brick-red walls are lined with rows of tall windows framed by sashes trimmed in white, its gray mansard roof broken by dormers. It has a distinctly Old World look and feeling suggestive of earlier times, far-off places, and perhaps of mysteries yet unsolved. In short, it is just the sort of place one might expect to be inhabited by a ghost, all the more so because this is not a house in the ordinary sense of the word. It is a lighthouse—the New London Ledge Lighthouse, to be exact—and it does have a resident ghost. His name is Ernie.

According to most accounts, Ernie has haunted the light since one fateful—and heartbreaking—day sometime during the Roaring Twenties. As is the case with nearly all well-known ghosts, there are many versions of Ernie’s story. This is one of them.


HOW IT ALL BEGAN

Ernie’s story and that of his lighthouse are, in many ways, one and the same. Although established more than a century ago, the New London Ledge Lighthouse is by no means an old-timer when compared to other New England beacons. For example, just upriver from New London Ledge stands one of the oldest lighthouses in North America. Established in 1760, the New London Harbor Light has guided mariners for more than 250 years. Given its extraordinary age, this venerable, octagonal stone structure is no doubt haunted by ghosts of its own, but their names are not known—at least not as well as Ernie’s.

Shortly after the turn of the twentieth century, officials of the U.S. Lighthouse Service decided that New London merited something more substantial than a harbor beacon. Although the 1760 lighthouse had served New London faithfully during the days of the old wooden windjammer fleets, times had changed. The steel-hulled, steam-driven freighters and ferries that now visited the wharves in New London and in nearby Groton needed a first-rate coast light to guide them. It took a few years to wrangle sufficient funding from Congress for the project, but construction began about 1907, and the lighthouse was finally completed in 1909.

To make the new beacon as useful as possible to mariners, Lighthouse Service engineers decided to place it offshore. The combination tower, utility building, and keeper’s dwelling were built in a shallow area atop a craggy shelf of submerged rock that had damaged and sunk more than a few vessels over the years. From here the light could not only point the way to New London but also warn ships away from the shoal. Of course, these purposes might have been served just as well by a more traditional-looking lighthouse. The one the Lighthouse Service decided to build served its function well enough, but it also caused passing sailors and observers onshore to shake their heads in disbelief.

No one knows for certain why government architects chose such an extraordinary design for the structure. Perhaps they felt that the Second French Empire facade was in keeping with the appearance of the grand homes that could be seen in the distance along the shore. Or perhaps they wanted to make the point that lighthouses need not have a cold, utilitarian appearance.

Whatever their reasons, they were likely lost on the keepers who lived at the lighthouse and tended the beacon. Their day-to-day existence had little in common with the leisurely lives of the wealthy Connecticut aristocrats who built mansions along the water. The keepers, as often as not with the assistance of their wives, bent their backs every day and every night maintaining the light, cleaning the station’s imported crystal lens, polishing brass work, and repairing broken equipment. All this they did for modest pay—in many cases no more than a few hundred dollars a year. To these hardworking men and women, the design of the building must have seemed supremely incongruous.




ERNIE ARRIVES AT NEW LONDON LEDGE

One of the first keepers to serve at New London Ledge was a man named George Hansen, who lived and worked here from 1913 to 1915. The next keeper about whom much is known was Howard Beebe, who arrived in 1926 and tended the light for more than a dozen years—in fact, right up until 1939, when the Lighthouse Service was absorbed into the U.S. Coast Guard. It is not clear who was keeper of the New London Ledge Lighthouse during the eleven years between the time Hansen left, a couple of years before the United States entered World War I, and the mid-1920s, when Beebe took over. Probably several keepers served here during this period. Likely one of them was a man remembered today only as “Ernie.” No trace of Ernie can be found on the station’s official list of keepers, and it may be that his name was changed or left off the list to, as they used to say in old-time mystery stories, “protect the innocent.”

It is believed that Ernie joined the U.S. Lighthouse Service—at that time a civilian government agency—at some point during the early 1920s. Soon afterward he was assigned to the New London Ledge Lighthouse, which for the next few months or years would be his home. In those days, keepers usually lived either alone or with their families at their lighthouses. In most cases, the vital beacons were not automated. This meant that the keepers had to stay near the tower so they could be on hand to turn the beacon on in the evening and turn it off again each morning. Since it might prove impossible to reach offshore lights from the mainland during storms and heavy weather—just when the beacons were most needed—it was especially important for the keepers of lighthouses like the one at New London Ledge to live where they worked.

Apparently Ernie was recently married, and he brought his young wife with him to New London Ledge. It is hard to say how she had lived when she was single, but she may have found her life at New London Ledge to be lonely and depressing. Like the wives of so many other lighthouse keepers, she worked hard cooking and cleaning while her husband spent long days and nights repairing machinery and tending the light. There would have been little to break the tedium of her existence at this isolated outpost surrounded by water and miles from the nearest shopping or entertainment. There was, of course, no television in those days, commercial radio was in its infancy, and there were no neighbors with whom she could chat or gossip.

To lift her spirits, Ernie’s wife often took time away from her husband and his lighthouse to visit friends and family. Ernie rowed her in the station boat to New London, where she would catch ferries to Block Island, Long Island, New Haven, or other such destinations. These places must have seemed bright, cheery, and utterly delightful compared to her rather bleak home on New London Ledge. Over time, her trips became more frequent, and they lasted longer, but it may be that Ernie barely noticed. He was preoccupied by his duties, and anyway, he encouraged her to take the occasional trip, since naturally enough, he wanted his wife to be happy.

Likely he thought she was happy—or wanted to believe it. She had been home for a while and life had seemed normal until the morning that Ernie clambered downstairs after a long night’s vigil and encountered an eerie silence. The kitchen and bedroom were empty. Instead of the hot breakfast that usually awaited him on the table, he found a note. It read something like this: I cannot stand it here any longer. I took the boat and left during the night, and I’m never coming back. I’m in love with—she gave a name—and I’m going away with him. Farewell.

Ernie knew the man his wife had mentioned. He was the captain of the Block Island Ferry, and as it turned out, that very vessel was just then slipping out of the harbor and heading out into Long Island Sound. Ernie ran up into the lantern room at the top of the tower. From there he could see the ferry steaming past the lighthouse and off into the distance. It is easy to imagine that he could also see his wife waving goodbye to him from the deck.

Ernie had been caught completely unaware by this turn of events. Before this moment, he’d had no inkling that his wife was dissatisfied or that she planned to leave him. Brokenhearted and unable to bear the thought of life without her, the devastated keeper decided to put himself out of his misery as quickly and efficiently as possible. Ernie climbed through the windows of the enclosed lantern room out onto the roof of the lighthouse and jumped. His body was never found.




THE HAUNTING

That part of Ernie’s story is composed mostly of legend and conjecture. The part of the story that is much better known and well documented is the haunting. Howard Beebe, the keeper who took over here in 1926, was probably the first to notice that certain rooms in the lighthouse were unexplainably cold, even though the weather was warm and there were no open windows. Lights came on and went off again even when no one stood anywhere near a switch. Footfalls could be heard on the steps leading up to the lantern room when supposedly there was no one in the tower. Beebe is said to have reached the conclusion that a ghost was responsible for all these strange happenings. It may have been Beebe who gave the New London Ledge Lighthouse ghost the name Ernie.

Later keepers, who unlike Beebe were members of the U.S. Coast Guard, might have been expected, as military men, to take a skeptical view of all this. As it turned out, they did not. Over the years, Coast Guard keepers reported dozens, if not hundreds, of unusual or bizarre occurrences at the lighthouse. Doors and windows opened and closed all by themselves. There were mysterious knocks on bedroom doors in the middle of the night. The station radio and later its television—modern appliances did eventually reach New London Ledge—came on while everyone in the building was asleep. Furniture moved around by itself, too, especially in the room where Ernie and his wife were said to have slept.

One keeper reported seeing the face of a second person in the mirror while he was shaving. When the startled keeper turned to see who it might be, there was no one in sight. The same keeper’s wife awoke to see a tall bearded man standing silently at the foot of her bed. When she screamed, the man simply vanished like smoke caught in a draft.

It is said that one day a fisherman stopped by for coffee with the keeper, who was a longtime acquaintance. The two men got into a friendly debate over whether Ernie was real. The fisherman argued that the ghost was merely a hoax. Later when the fisherman returned to his boat, which he had tied securely to the station dock, he found that it had been set adrift.

Nowadays, the lighthouse itself has been set more or less adrift on the tides of maritime history. Lighthouses are no longer an absolute necessity for safe navigation since mariners can rely on computerized global positioning equipment and a wide assortment of other sophisticated electronic gear. The old beacon remains in operation, but it has been more than twenty years since a keeper actually lived at the lighthouse. The light was automated in 1987, and afterward the lighthouse no longer required the steady hand and daily care of a keeper.

Few of the keepers assigned over the years to this remote outpost—so near and yet so far from civilization—would have complained about the change in the station’s circumstances. They were more than happy to take up new assignments in more comfortable and companionable surroundings ashore. Just before he stepped into the station boat and headed for land, the last official U.S. Coast Guard keeper left the following entry in the lighthouse logbook: Rock of slow torture. Ernie’s domain. Hell on earth—may New London Ledge’s light shine on forever because I’m through. I will watch it from afar while drinking a brew.










CHAPTER 2: A SEA CAPTAIN AND TWO FROZEN LOVERS

Owls Head Lighthouse

Rockland, Maine

Few lighthouses are as thoroughly haunted as the one that marks the harbor entrance of the old stone-shipping port of Rockland, Maine. Among the ghosts that occupy the buildings and walk the grounds of the Owls Head Lighthouse are those of a dog said to have once saved a ship with his incessant barking, a young couple said to have been found encased in ice on the deck of a ship that had run aground on the rocks below the tower, an aging sea captain assumed to be a former keeper, a smiling lady who may have been the faithful wife of a former keeper, and two scalped American Indians.

Indeed, Owls Head is a haunted place, and looks it. Even on bright sunny days—and there are not many of those along this stretch of the Maine coast—dark shadows reach down to the water’s edge from the forested cliff tops across a jumble of strangely shaped rocks. Likely, the shadow-draped boulders that abound here were responsible for the eerie name given to this distinctive promontory. Sailors headed for Rockland sometimes swore that in the rocks they could see the face of a giant bird. They would gesture toward a pair of caves forming the eye sockets and a series of pointed rocky outcroppings that gave the great bird a nose and beak as well as a pair of owlish ears.

“There it is,” they would say. “There’s the owl. Can’t you see it?” Then their less imaginative friends would laugh and say they saw nothing on Owls Head but rocks—and a lighthouse.

Built in 1825 during the presidency of John Quincy Adams to guide lime freighters into Rockland Harbor, this lighthouse is one of the oldest navigational stations in New England. Unlike those of most other old light stations, its tower has never been pulled down and rebuilt. The tower is only about twenty feet tall, but because it rises from high ground, its fixed white light shines from about a hundred feet above the water. A fourth-order Fresnel lens focuses the light, which can be seen from about sixteen miles at sea.

The mysterious owl on Owls Head has seen many strange happenings. For instance, in 1745, long before the lighthouse was built, an American Indian war party swooped down on Owls Head, overwhelming Thomas Sanders, a young English soldier who had apparently been stationed here to singlehandedly defend this strategic headland. The warriors took Sanders prisoner and might very well have executed him, but as it turned out, the Englishman proved a bit too quick for his captors. A flight of ducks landed in the waters near the spot where Sanders was being held, and he asked the tribe to loan him a musket so he could shoot a few of the birds. In a truly extraordinary display of gullibility, his captors obliged, and Sanders, brandishing the borrowed musket, escaped into the woods.

Later on, the English would return in force and establish a military outpost here. In the early summer of 1757, a fleet of thirty canoes brought a large Penobscot American Indian war party to attack the little fort. Although outnumbered, the English soldiers fought off the attack and, turning the tables on the American Indians, scalped two of them.

As they sailed out of Rockland Harbor on November 9, 1844, sailors on the fine new brig Maine may have looked back at Owls Head and argued over whether, indeed, it resembled the head of an owl. None of them would ever get another chance to resolve the question. This was the Maine’s maiden voyage—and also its last. The Maine never arrived in New Orleans, where it was scheduled to deliver a load of Rockland lime. As if plucked from the seas by a giant predatory bird, the brig disappeared, along with its crew of nine local sailors. Then, three years later, a ship dropped anchor in Rockland Harbor. Onboard were a mahogany chest, a ship’s atlas, and a navigation book, which Rockland residents swore belonged to members of the Maine’s crew. According to the captain of the visiting vessel, three Portuguese sailors had left these items behind when they jumped ship in Vera Cruz. No further traces were ever found of the Maine or her crew.

During the 1930s Owls Head Light had, believe it or not, a dog as an assistant keeper. The dog, a sharp-eared spaniel named Spot, barked loudly whenever he heard a ship. He would also ring the fog bell by pulling on the rope with his teeth. It is said that Spot once saved the Matinicus Island mail boat from smashing into the Owls Head rocks. A blizzard had cut visibility to near zero and frozen up the fog bell so that it could not be rung. But Captain Stuart Ames, master of the mail boat, heard the alert dog’s persistent barking and managed to bear off from the rocks just in time to avert disaster. Spot is said to have been buried in the thin, rocky soil not far from the former location of the fog bell.



THE FROZEN LOVERS

Certainly the strangest of all the stories associated with Owls Head and its lighthouse is that of the frozen lovers. A few days before Christmas 1850, a small coasting schooner dropped anchor off Jameson’s Point near Rockland. The vessel was without its captain, who had gone ashore to get himself a hot meal and a pint or two of ale. He never returned. Some say the owners of the schooner fired their hard-drinking captain, but others claim he had a premonition and decided to flee from fate. However, the schooner’s mate, who knew nothing of any dark premonition, saw his skipper’s absence as an opportunity. He had recently proposed to a lovely young woman, and with no one to order him otherwise, he invited her to his cabin.

Only the mate, his bride-to-be, and a deckhand were aboard on the evening of December 22, when a vicious winter gale blew in off the ocean and snapped the schooner’s anchor cables. Although the sailors fought hard to save their vessel, the storm drove it relentlessly forward, finally crushing its hull on the cruel ledges near Owls Head. Held in a viselike grip by the rocks, the schooner filled with seawater but did not sink. Instead, it became a target for giant waves, which threw spouts of freezing spray over the three frightened people huddled on its deck. Their clothes and even their skin quickly became rough and crusty with ice.

The mate knew that he and his fellow shipwreck victims would soon freeze to death unless something was done. Faced with the horror of having coaxed his beloved into an apparent death trap, he came up with a desperate plan. To save themselves, he and his companions would roll up in a blanket and lie down together beside the stern rail. The mate hoped the freezing spray would form a protective shell of ice on the outside of the blanket. This it did, but the layer of ice grew much faster than he had anticipated. All night the sea continued to douse the three until they were entombed in a layer of ice several inches thick.

Under the suffocating weight of the ice, the mate and his girl lost consciousness, and by morning the deckhand believed that he was the only one left alive. Slashing at the ice with a small knife and using his bleeding hands as hammers, he managed to free himself. When he was strong enough to stand, the sailor saw that the tide had gone out and a narrow bridge of exposed rock now connected the schooner with the shore. So, bloodied and nearly frozen, he dropped down off the deck and stumbled off toward the Owls Head Light, which he could see shining through the storm. Overwhelmed by cold and exhaustion, he made the last part of the journey crawling on his hands and knees. But he eventually reached his destination, and in the warm kitchen of the keeper’s dwelling, he told his incredible story.

The keeper had little hope of finding anyone alive aboard the schooner, but nevertheless he organized a rescue party and headed for the wreck. There the rescuers found a man and a woman locked in a lover’s embrace and frozen in a solid block of ice. It took picks, chisels, knives, and several strong men to free the pair. Everyone was sure they were dead, but even so, an attempt was made to revive them. Hurried ashore to a home near the lighthouse, their seemingly lifeless bodies were treated with cold-water baths and constant massage. In two hours the woman regained consciousness. An hour after that the mate also showed signs of life. It took the two several months to recover from their ordeal, but by June they were strong enough to stand together in front of a preacher and pronounce their vows.

Ironically, the sailor whose grueling trek through the storm had brought help and saved the lovers from certain death never fully recovered from his adventure. He did not go to sea again and lived out his life on the waterfronts of towns near Owls Head. He never tired of telling strangers about his struggle in the blizzard of 1850 and about the frozen lovers of Owls Head.




THE OWL’S GHOSTLY COMPANIONS

Each day during the summer, ferries leave Rockland Harbor en route to Vinalhaven and several of Maine’s other populated islands. Tourists on the vessel may strain their eyes looking for the famed owl on Owls Head, but any longtime Rockland residents or islanders who happen to be onboard aren’t likely to bother. If anyone asks them about the owl, they’re likely to say: “I don’t like twisting my head around and putting a crick in my neck, and anyway, what’s up there to see but a bunch of rocks?”

Some locals claim that the owl is gone and the rocks that once formed its visage have worn away. Others say there never was any owl and that people have always seen what they wanted to see when they gazed out toward the headland. And what about the lighthouse? Is it haunted?

“Sure, she’s haunted,” they’ll say and then, likely as not, launch into one of the many ghost stories that are regularly told concerning the Owls Head Lighthouse. The stories they tell may depend on whether they are speaking to another native Mainer or to somebody “from away”—that is, a tourist or some other person whose family has not lived in Maine for more than half a dozen generations. For instance, they may tell the story of the frozen lovers and forget to mention that, on occasion, passing fishermen have seen the figures of an ice-encrusted man and woman standing at the base of the Owls Head cliffs—the couple are always holding hands. They may describe a personal encounter with the old man dressed in a sea captain’s uniform who sometimes walks the lighthouse grounds on foggy evenings. The old salt will not respond if spoken to and if approached he vanishes. Is he a former keeper or, perhaps, the long-vanished master of the nineteenth-century brig Maine? Nope, they just can’t say.

They may talk a bit about the “Little Lady” who sometimes haunts the kitchen of the Owls Head keeper’s residence. Is she the wife of a former keeper? Nope, they can’t say much about that either, one way or another. Whoever she is, she has white hair and a kindly appearance, and those who have encountered her say she fills everyone who approaches her with a sense of peace and of well-being. So what if she sometimes slams doors and rattles the cups, dishes, and silverware?

Of course, no one has any trouble identifying the dog who still barks wildly when Owls Head is blanketed in an especially thick layer of fog. Surely that has to be Spot. Or maybe it’s just some neighbor’s dog that has gotten loose on the lighthouse grounds.

All of the above are stories that Rockland locals or Maine islanders may tell to anybody, but there is one story they are unlikely to share with anyone other than a native Mainer. And who would want to hear it anyway unless the lights are up and there are plenty of people around. If travelers from away listen closely and don’t make their presence too obvious, they may hear a Mainer mention that a pair of young American Indians are sometimes seen standing along the shore below the Owls Head cliffs. Their heads are bloody because they have been scalped.




OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg
PART ONE:
EAST





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
P(%ll(l)(];)te





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
HAUNTED
LIGHTHOUSES

PHANTOM KEEPERS,
GHOSTLY SHIPWRECKS, AND
SINISTER CALLS FROM THE DEEP

RAY JONES





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





