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  To Marge Winski, keeper of the Montauk lighthouse.




  A special place in our hearts is forever reserved for you.
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  Foreword




  In the twenty-first century, lighthouse keepers are perhaps considered an anachronism, unnecessary when computer chips can control beacons and foghorns. Gone are the stalwart men and women who not only lived in lighthouses but also lived for lifesaving—people who realized their true vocation. Lightkeepers were willing to endure a rugged, insular existence, coping with extreme weather in often remote locations with little outside contact. But no matter how difficult the living conditions, they must have been more than mitigated by the joy and wonder of experiencing the world around the lighthouse.




  Although the traditional lightkeepers are extinct, there is a new breed of keeper—lighthouse residents whose heart and soul are bound to the “wickies” of old, even though they might not be directly responsible for the mechanics of the light apparatus. These people are vigilant, compassionate, and concerned for the safety of their seagoing brethren and passionate about the natural world around them.
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  Lightheeper Marge Winski in the lantern room at Montauh Light




  Many years ago, I read a magazine article about Tom and Lee Ann Szelog’s life at the Marshall Point lighthouse. Intrigued, I decided to write them a note. Since then, we have become very good friends, relating our experiences in lengthy letters, an old-fashioned yet simple and eloquent means of communication. We share a kinship with our interest in natural history and cherish our observations of the world outside the windows.




  Simple pleasures offer us great joy: watching the sun rise from the sea each day, feeling the cool mist of fog brush our cheeks and laden our eyelashes, breathing the aroma of the sea when we open the door. Nights filled with stars, meteors, and bats hunting insects in the lighthouse beam. Exclaiming with wonder and surprise at the breaching of a great whale just offshore, watching seals cavort in the water or lounge on the rocks at low tide. Being a rest stop in the great migrations of birds, fish, and even butterflies. Watching the moon rise and engrave the sea with a glassy sheen as waves corrugate the surface. The unbounded joy of sitting inside the lantern room during a blizzard as a maelstrom of white swirls all about. Meeting so many wonderful people who are drawn to the magic of life on the coast.




  I feel very fortunate to have met Tom and Lee Ann, whom I now consider to be part of my family. Their love for Marshall Point is infectious. Tom’s extraordinary photographs chronicling their lighthouse sojourn convey their true love and respect for a most beautiful part of my favorite state. I hope you will enjoy a glimpse into their world through words and images of splendid isolation on the edge of the sea and will come to treasure Tom and Lee Ann as I do.






  Marge Winski, Keeper




  Montauk Light




  Montauk, New York







  





  At Home in the Keeper’s House




  On December 1, 1987, I awoke with childlike excitement. Looking forward to my second date with Tom Szelog, I never dreamed how meaningful this day would become—not only leading to our marriage but also leading to the publication of this, our first book.




  Tom also had been anticipating this day Our plans included visiting some of southern Maine’s most prominent lighthouses. This seemed an appropriate way to become better acquainted, since it was our mutual admiration for lighthouses that had attracted us to one another in the first place.




  Our first stop was Nubble Light in York, Maine—one of my favorite lighthouses—where I had spent many days privately observing, romanticizing, and contemplating. It was at this first stop that I shared with Tom a dream of mine—to live in a lighthouse.




  This dream—which Tom soon came to share—became reality on September 23, 1989, less than two years later, when we moved into the newly restored keeper’s house at Marshall Point Light in Port Clyde, Maine. This would be the beginning of fourteen extraordinary years.




  I had learned about the availability of the house, and its volunteer opportunities, from a notice posted on a community bulletin board. The keeper’s house was being renovated to include a museum on the first floor and an apartment on the second floor. The leasing of the apartment (the keeper’s quarters) would allow the house to continue to be used for its original purpose—a home—and the income from the rent would be used for maintenance. After submitting a two-page letter to the lighthouse committee explaining why we’d be the perfect tenants, we were informed that we had been accepted.




  Marshall Point Light is located in the working fishing village of Port Clyde, part of the town of St. George, with a population of less than three thousand. The ride down the St. George Peninsula to Port Clyde and Marshall Point is long and at times tedious, but a wonderful surprise awaits those who venture to this section of Maine’s coast. Due south, twelve miles offshore, lies the island of Monhegan, with stunning sea cliffs. When the Monhegan Island Light shines distinctly at night, it is easily visible from Marshall Point. Marshall Point is one of the most beautiful locations in Maine. We have no doubt that, after seeing the lighthouse either firsthand or through this book, you will begin to understand the sense of awe and strong attachment we had for it.
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  When we moved in, we quickly realized that the residents in the keeper’s house were no longer conventional “keepers of the light.” Modern technology has paved the way to automation, so we were part of a new generation. Even though we were not formally responsible for maintaining the night’s beacon or the foghorn, however, we felt a sense of responsibility for maintaining a longstanding tradition. We voluntarily assisted the Coast Guard with some of the duties of lightkeeping. We swept the spiral staircase and polished the lens, and, like keepers of old, we braved nor’easters, trudging to the tower in the middle of the night when necessary to relight the malfunctioning lantern or reset the foghorn. As part of this effort, we considered it a privilege to meet the members of the Coast Guard Aid to Navigation Team (ANT)—the official keepers. They were proud of their work, and our relationship with them grew over the years. They regularly phoned us to check on the operation of the foghorn or light.




  Our most poignant interaction with the Coast Guard ANTs occurred on that fateful day of September 11, 2001. As Tom and friend and client Chris Burt watched the events unfold on television, two Coast Guardsmen were performing regularly scheduled work on the tower. At approximately ten a.m., Tom received a phone call from a member of the Southwest Harbor (Maine) Coast Guard station asking him to inform the men to contact the base immediately. When they returned the call, they were ordered to get out of uniform, retrieve their weapons, and return to their base at once. While we lived in the keeper’s house, mundane chores always took on particular meaning. From washing the salt spray off the windows to baking with fresh fruit we had picked in our backyard, we treasured every task. We sustained the soul and passion of the sea, and the memory of lighthouses and lightkeepers of the past. We brought life back to the keeper’s house, which had stood forlornly unoccupied for nearly a decade.
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  The light tower, the keeper’s house, and the grounds are owned by the town of St. George and operated by the Marshall Point Lighthouse Museum Committee under the auspices of the St. George Historical Society. We were active members and volunteers with the committee and the museum. I was treasurer and the first female chair of the committee, which paid us a nominal fee for the daily cleaning of the seasonal museum. During the filming of Thinner, a movie based on a Stephen King novel, Tom was paid to operate the light when needed, but the biggest reward was our personal satisfaction.
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  The breathtaking beauty of this spot has drawn people day after day, year after year, decade after decade, century after century. It has always been a place of pilgrimage for many people, allowing us to witness myriad events—some quite extraordinary, others quite ordinary. During our almost fourteen-year tenure, Marshall Point welcomed thousands of visitors, some of whom have become lifetime friends. Others we met fleetingly while assisting with such crises as searching for a lost dog or cat, providing first aid for minor mishaps, and helping disabled motorists and mariners. And many times we simply answered the most frequently asked question: “What is it like to live in a lighthouse?” We even became pen pals with a third­grade reading class at Monte Cassino Elementary School in Tulsa, Oklahoma, who wrote to us and asked about our life in a lighthouse.




  At first, I thought the end of summer would bring an end to the stream of people who visited Marshall Point nearly every minute of every day. But it did not. Weekdays, weekends, mornings, evenings, hot, cold, wind, and rain—they still came. They walked, sat, and reflected. They kayaked, flew kites, and fished. They took photographs and painted. They were quiet; they screamed. They were incredibly drawn to this parcel of jutting land. Some paused for a few moments, while others lingered for hours. They came, they went, but we stayed. We were the only ones who stayed. We remained through the heat, cold, wind, and rain. We made photographs and kept journals about our observations at an authentic lighthouse on the coast of Maine. We wanted to capture every detail of this remarkable spot.
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