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The Lighthouse Keepers
by Eric Wiberg .

To many of us, lighthouses are avoidance devices which use si_ghts and sounds to 3
warn us away. Failing which, someone is meant to leave their tower to help us,
This seems antiquated nowadays. They are a refuge and offer food, warmth and

~ shelter, like a cabin along a remote trail. But what of those who choose to live in &

& them, whose lives are defined by tedium, punctuated with moments of adrenalin? 9
What of the introspective souls who devote themselves to a monastic service, T
plodding the same routes up and down to keep a wick amplified by a lens alight? :

When we look more closely at the lighthouse keepers, or simply, “keepers,” who
stood watch over the sea from hundreds of New England lighthouses in recent
centuries, we find an odd mix, rugged characters known for their grit and self-
sufficiency. Government officials often failed to recognize the work of the family
members of disabled or absent keepers, and at times it was they who performed
the real work. What emerges from the shadows are stories of folk toiling to keep
the beacon entrusted to them always shining, and often at a taxing personal toll.
Keepers were focused on function, not fame. Most of the world literally passed
them by or would arrive at their doorstep in deplorable condition. If the keepers
succeeded in saving sailors, these insular, routine-bound anchorites were profes-
sionally obliged to open their humble homes. Like many far-flung first respond-
ers, their world swung from humdrum to harrowing with the shifting of the winc

Oliver Brooks, a keeper who devoted 30 years of service to Faulkner Island
Qf}; Guilford CT, demonstrated his expertise at small boat handling in ove
escu - most memorable was when he rescued survivo M
ather had separated the ship’s anchor from the

chor, sending it aground a mile from B



1'ne Lighthouse Keepers conti
\ ’ ring of 1905. Assistant Keeper Willet Clark
in the SP ast Light on Block Island, RI. When Spa

alti f?:uég’gs over-confidently declined the assistanc
C )

ving Station led by Amazon Littlefield. Alas the ship was lost, but the crew

Sa successfully hoisted off. Locals helped themselves to some of the 300 tons
Wfajaluable calico fabric milled in Fall River, to the extent that today the area of

| ?)ld Town Road where they spread the cloth out to dry is now called Calico Hill.
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) The string of rocks named Isles of Shoals juts into the Atlantic off New Hamp-
shire like a jagged net. Residents known as shoalers rely on one anothe a
the keeper who once entrusted the White Island Light to local farmer John
Downs when the keeper went to the mainland to collect his famil
blizzard a Russian brig wrecked nearby, and a husky crewman swam to
house for aid, bringing a line 7= 5 7
with him, arriving in the dead
of night, bleeding and freezing.
Landsman Downs could not [
find a suitable tie-off spot on
the smooth rocks to secure the
line from the ship, so he tied
it around his own body and
wedged himself into a crevasse :
as a human anchor. Thirteen
men were pulled ashore using
his body to secure the line, yet
the lighthouse service was un-
able to recognize his feats since |
he wasn’t in the service.
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service, the Coast Guard honored the legendary Madaket Millj,
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| gendary fog which have spawned a great -deal of folkloy,

‘on the Sheepscot River, could see figures desperately cling.
rigging half a mile away. Unable to reach the grounded brig, the
e pt an anxious vigil ashore. A short time later, a bundle on
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d into the sea tied to a rope. Allan Wood writes, “he found ty,
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a box with a crying baby girl. He grabbed the cold
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arm her.” Soon the ship broke up, and all aboard
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