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Introduction





  “No man is an island.” So wrote John Donne, the often-quoted British poet and clergyman. But Donne, who died in 1631, never knew any of the lighthouse keepers who, for more than two centuries, helped make North America’s coasts safe for navigation. For these brave men and women, life was an island. Surviving on subsistence-level government salaries, they lived mostly on wild headlands and treeless ledges very far from what most of us would call civilization. Often the closest town was itself a backwater, a remote outpost. Depending on the weather, even the nearest rural church might seem impossibly distant.




  When bad weather rushed in from the ocean, as it often did, lighthouse keepers could not follow the example of the mariners they served and run for a calm harbor. Since their ships had stone foundations and no sails, rudders, or helms, they had to stay put and take whatever the sea threw at them. To fight back against gale and gloom, they had only their lights—and whatever conditions, whatever the health of the keepers, these had to be kept burning. The lamps, which often stood at the top of winding staircases with hundreds of steps, were in constant need of attention. As a result, the keepers always worked nights and never had a day off.




  Lighthouse keepers endured this sort of existence, not necessarily for any high-minded or romantic reason—for instance, because they loved the sea, the wind, the cold, or the isolation—but for the same reason that most people work: It was their job, and it rewarded them with a place to live and a smattering of pay. It was also a job worth doing, a job that had to be done.




  Rivers in the Sea




  The waters just off the eastern coast of the United States serve as a superhighway for ships. Two great rivers in the Atlantic, the cold Labrador Current flowing down from the north and the warm Gulf Stream sweeping up from the south, form the separate lanes of this highway. For centuries, all the way back to the time of the earliest explorers, mariners have used these swift-flowing currents to speed their ships back and forth from Europe.




  Because the currents hug the coast, ships sailing in these natural sea-lanes are constantly at risk of running aground on shoals or smacking into some fog-shrouded headland. Sometimes ships slip into the wrong lane, where they may collide with another vessel sailing in the opposite direction. As a consequence of these dangers, the sandy sea bottom along the East Coast has become a graveyard covered with the ribs of wrecked ships and the bones of unlucky seafarers.




  For more than two centuries, lighthouses have served as the “traffic cops” of this crowded and dangerous ocean highway, warning ships away from knife-edged rocks and guiding them safely to port. Dozens of red-hulled lightships also once provided guidance, but all of these have now been pulled off station and retired. According to the US Coast Guard, which maintains lighthouses, buoys, and other aids to navigation, the old lightships have simply outlived their usefulness.




  Sophisticated onboard navigational gear has reduced the need for lighthouses and other maritime lights. Even so, lighthouse beacons remain useful, if not vital, to shipping, especially along the bustling Atlantic seaboard of the United States. The beacons of nearly 200 lighthouses and other major maritime markers form an almost continuous band of light along the thousands of miles of coastline between Brownsville, Texas, on the US–Mexican border, and West Quoddy Head, at the far northeastern tip of Maine. About half of the total are located in New England. The more historic and picturesque of these “northern lights” are the subjects of this book. So, too, are the brave men and women who have kept the lights burning through the centuries.




  Boston Lights the Way




  The first true lighthouse in North America was built on Little Brewster Island, at the entrance to Boston Harbor. George Worthylake, a shepherd and harbor pilot, climbed to the top of the newly completed tower on the evening of September 14, 1716. There, with the sun descending in the west and a blanket of darkness racing across the ocean from the east, Worthylake put a match to the light’s tallow candles for the 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 centuries after it first shined out over the harbor.




  After the light on Little Brewster was established, Boston became a magnet to 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 fifty pounds a year was supposed to be supplemented by fees earned by serving as harbor pilot. But Worthylake’s responsibilities as keeper proved much more arduous and time-consuming than expected, and he had little time left over for piloting.




  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, Worthylake 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.




  In all, 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 seventy pounds. Unfortunately, Worthlake never got to spend his new salary. As he was returning from Boston, where he had gone to collect his pay, his boat capsized only a hundred yards or so 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 perished. By the time his body was discovered, the money that he had received in Boston had mysteriously vanished.




  Robert Saunders, the second Boston keeper, also drowned, only a few days after he took over the job. Undaunted by the misfortunes of his predecessors, Captain John Hayes replaced Saunders, and Hayes not only survived but managed to prosper during his fifteen-year stay on the island. So, too, did most of the nearly sixty other keepers who lived and served on Little Brewster after him.




  Despite its ominous beginnings, lighthouse keeping would eventually become an honored and distinguished profession in North America. During the nearly 290 years since George Worthylake first climbed the steps of the Little Brewster Island tower, thousands of dedicated men and women have kept lights burning at hundreds of critical locations along the Atlantic Coast. They have saved countless lives, more, in fact, than anyone will ever know, and, by making navigation safer and cheaper, they have helped to bring prosperity to the United States.




  Unfortunately, the profession of lighthouse keeping is now all but extinct. Driven by budget cuts and demands for ever-greater efficiency, the U.S. Coast Guard has automated one lighthouse after another. Technology has replaced the sharp eyes and strong, steady fingers of keepers with automatic timers, radio relays, and satellite transmissions. Although the Coast Guard continues the necessary work of marking dangerous obstacles and guiding vessels safely to port, our lighthouses now stand their vigils alone. For much of the last two and a half centuries, however, that was not the case. The lights could do their jobs only with the help of skilled human hands.




  The Worst Sea Is Coming




  Keepers usually lived at lighthouses with their families, who faced the loneliness, hardship, danger, and punishing weather along with them. Family members often shared the heavy work of keeping the lights burning, frequently displaying the same heroic resolve as the keepers themselves. The following tale illustrates the hardiness and dedication of lighthouse families.




  On a stormy night in 1856, young Abbie Burgess drew up a chair to the kitchen table at the battered keeper’s residence on Matinicus Rock, Maine, and dipped her pen into ink. A lonely seventeen-year-old, separated by at least 25 miles of turbulent sea from the nearest barn dance, church social, or country store, she had decided to write a letter to a pen pal on the mainland:






   You have often expressed a desire to view the sea out on the ocean when it was angry. Had you been here on 19 January [1856], I surmise you would have been satisfied. Father was away. Early in the day, as the tide rose, the sea made a complete breach over the rock, washing every movable thing away, and of the old dwelling not one stone was left upon another. The new dwelling was flooded, and the windows had to be secured to prevent the violence of the spray from breaking them in. As the tide came, the sea rose higher and higher, till the only endurable places were the light towers. If they stood, we were saved, otherwise our fate was only too certain. But for some reason, I know not why, I had no misgivings, and went on with my work as usual. For four weeks, owing to rough weather, no landing could be effected on the rock. During this time we were without assistance of any male member of our family. Though at times greatly exhausted with my labors, not once did the lights fail. I was able to perform all my accustomed duties as well as my father’s.




  You know the hens are our only companions. Becoming convinced, as the gale increased, that unless they were brought into the house they would be lost, I said to my mother, “I must try to save them.” She advised me not to attempt it. The thought, however, of parting with them without an effort was not to be endured, so seizing a basket, I ran out a few yards after the rollers had passed and the sea fell off a little, with the water knee deep, to the coop, and rescued all but one. It was the work of a moment, and I was back in the house with the door fastened, but I was none too quick, for at that instant my little sister, standing at the window, exclaimed, “Oh look! look there! The worst sea is coming.” That wave destroyed the old dwelling and swept the rock. I cannot think you would enjoy remaining here any great length of time for the sea is never still and when agitated, its roar shuts out every other sound, even drowning our voices.







  A few years after the extraordinary monthlong Atlantic storm described in her letter, Abbie Burgess married a lighthouse keeper. She and her husband eventually became assistant keepers of the Matinicus Rock Light.




  A Bell in the Night




  Of course, not all lighthouse stories end as happily as that of Abbie Burgess. Several miles south of the Boston Light, Minots Ledge Lighthouse stands on a scrap of rock that disappears under the waves at each high tide. The tower usually cannot be made out from Little Brewster, but at night, unless the weather is especially heavy, its light can always be seen. The granite Minots tower is the second lighthouse built on the ledge. The first was an experimental structure, an iron skeleton with eight legs that stood with their feet in the ocean. In a raging storm in the early morning darkness of March 17, 1851, the experiment failed.




  When the gale had set in the previous night, keeper John Bennett was on the mainland. The weather was so severe that he could not return to his post. This left the light in the hands of assistant keepers Joseph Antoine and Joseph Wilson, both close friends of Bennett. As the storm grew worse and titanic waves began to roll in out of the east, Bennett and other spectators on shore began to wonder if the lighthouse could possibly stand up to the pounding. Their fears were well founded.




  Shortly after one o’clock, the skeleton began to sag toward land. The tearful Bennett, who realized now that he would never again speak to his two friends, noted with bitter pride that somehow his assistants kept the light burning right down to the last instant. As the lantern room neared the water, just before the lighthouse collapsed and fell into the sea, the waves began to hit the station fog bell, causing it to ring out wildly.











  Part One




  LIGHTS of the GRANITE HEADLANDS




  Eastern Coast of Maine




  Coined by mariners more than two centuries ago, the term Down East is most often used to describe the northeastern quadrant of coastal Maine. Consisting largely of stony fingers of land reaching 30 miles or more out into the Atlantic, this rugged, remote, and densely forested region has changed little since fishing villages first took root here during the 1600s. Many, if not most, of these tiny outposts, places like Lubec, Cutler, and Castine, still exist, and in the summer, they invite droves of tourists to sample bean suppers and life as it is lived far from big cities and suburbs. The rest of the year, they rank among the most isolated communities in the United States. Even more isolated are the lighthouses that cling to the Down East rocks and islands and continue to warn mariners away from danger. Today these trusty beacons are automated, but everyone of them was once maintained by a resident keeper who had to find ways to deal with loneliness.




  It is said that isolation breeds eloquence. For proof of this, one need only turn to the logs and letters of lighthouse keepers. These rawboned men and women were frugal in all things, even in their use of language. Nature and circumstance taught them to place a special value on words. Huddled together on roadless headlands or barren ledges far out in the sea, the keepers and their families soon ran out of small talk. They spoke only when they needed to speak, and even then, they whittled their sentences down to an efficient minimum. A thing had to be said and done with. Otherwise, the words blew away in the wind or were drowned by the roar of the ocean.




  Even so, some have counted lighthouse keepers among the world’s best storytellers. Wordsmiths the likes of Daniel Webster and Henry David Thoreau smoked pipes and sipped coffee with New England keepers and enjoyed stories of storms, shipwrecks, sacrifice, and heroism. Thoreau especially admired the keeper’s way of spinning a tale, not with miles of silk but with a few yards of good, stout yarn.
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