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			Sometimes, very often, you have to be your own beacon—and that’s when you realize you’re the strongest one you have.
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			Introduction

			They are connected with elemental eloquences, fire and wind and ancient worshipping. They are houses almost as holy as churches, in the long history of man.

			—Robert P. Tristram Coffin

			Lighthouses are more than just guiding lights or picturesque beacons—they are standing metaphors, rife with symbolism.

			First and foremost, we identify them with home and safety; they serve as an abiding welcome. But they are imbued with numerous other characteristics, as well: courage, determination, heroism; beauty, love, heartbreak; liberty, patriotism, democracy. They provide a perpetual warning and serve as a stand-in for God’s devotional light (and wrath), and represent the enduring romanticism of the sea contrasted with its perilous dangers.

			Not to mention the fact that they are simply stunning to behold, offering inspiration for countless artists and writers over the ages. And who, upon gazing at one of them, hasn’t felt compelled to take a picture (or, more likely, several)?

			Ultimately, lighthouses are intertwined with the history and mythos of the Pine Tree State. Maine simply wouldn’t be Maine without them. They represent its rich maritime heritage and deep and profound natural beauty, and stand as significant landmarks of tourism.

			And, of course, they wouldn’t be complete without their ghosts.

			These compelling structures come intricately interwoven with stories of the unknown, the unexplained, and the purely confounding. 

			Although Maine has been host to dozens of lighthouses, they ultimately haven’t been able to fully prevent disaster; the waters off its coast are a literal graveyard of ships. The state’s iconic beacons have stood as forlorn witnesses to numerous wrecks and drownings, have themselves withstood the vicious battering of the Atlantic, and have provided punishing settings for keepers and their families. Their pasts are also pockmarked by gruesome tales of cannibalism; ice-encrusted lovers; murder; suicide; and many an encounter with a lost or lingering soul.

			Today, roughly sixty-five lighthouses (some still lit, others not) remain standing at their lookouts along the Maine shoreline. 

			The inquisitive mind can only imagine that each and every one of them harbors some sort of ghost—but while many do openly reveal themselves, others hold tight, never to divulge their mysteries and secrets.

			Ceaseless Watch

			Lighthouses are about as old as civilization itself: Ever since humans launched their first crudely built dory into the unknown waters of the sea, they have relied on sentinels to lead them back to safety.

			The earliest guiding lights were said to be controlled fires set along rocky coastlines, or lanterns hung from moored boats. But it didn’t take mariners long to realize that the higher up the light was set, the farther it could be seen, so the practice evolved to setting bonfires ablaze atop taller and taller precipices.

			Fitting with the sheer grandeur of their respective dominions, the Greeks and Egyptians were said to be the first to erect stone beacons—many of which have long since tumbled into the sea—that served both as lighthouses and as magnificent entrance markers to ports.

			Among those was the Colossus of Rhodes, built in 280 BCE as an homage to the Greek sun god Helios. Standing an imposing one hundred feet tall astride two pillars at the entrance of the Hellenic island’s harbor, the enormous effigy held a torch that was lit by nightfall.

			Meanwhile, one of the greatest shining sentinels known to humankind was the famed Lighthouse of Alexandria (also known as the Pharos of Alexandria) built by the Egyptian Ptolemaic kingdom between 280 and 247 BCE. Standing more than 325 feet, it held the distinction for centuries of being the tallest man-made structure in the world. It was said that it was constantly kept burning, its light seen for miles beyond the harbor of the long-destroyed city.

			However, both ancient monuments were toppled by earthquakes—the Colossus in 224 BCE, the Alexandria lighthouse not until the thirteenth century—so they live on only in legend.

			From the time of their existence, however, “Pharos” became a catch-all phrase for lighthouses, and the term “pharology” was eventually set down in permanent record in the mid-1800s to define the scientific study of lighthouses.

			Not to be outdone, though, the Romans followed suit by building grandiose light towers all over their vastly expanding empire, and Europe took up the practice as it grew its influence and power.

			But the Romans, as was their way, seem to have firmly maintained their dominance: The oldest-known standing lighthouse is the Tower of Hercules in western Spain, built by the empire in the first century. Square-shaped, topped with a glass dome and with a distinguishing stone finger jutting up to the sky, it stands roughly 180 feet tall on a stark peninsula overlooking the Coruna bay.

			And as the old world began to set its influence upon the new one, settlers carried the lighthouse tradition across the seas with them.

			As time went on and the colonies began to thrive, the structures were erected not just as a diversion to disaster, but to serve as a sort of “Open for Business” sign allowing coastal trade to prosper. The federal government took over their operation in 1789, with President George Washington himself taking a personal interest in them.

			The first beacon in the American colonies was Boston Light, built in 1716 on Little Brewster Island in Boston Harbor. Its eighty-nine-foot tower still stands today, guarding one of the country’s oldest continuously active ports.

			Meanwhile, Maine’s first lighthouse was Portland Head Light, completed in 1791 and serving as the quintessence of New England sentinels: a tall white stone tower accompanied by an idyllic-looking red-roofed house, standing atop a craggy jumble of rocks.

			Ensuing lighthouses were built all along the state’s watery borders, from York to Lubec (where the unique red-and-white candy-striped West Quoddy Head Light serves as the easternmost point of the United States, welcoming the first spears of morning sun to hit the country), and they range in height from 20 to 130 feet.

			Considered a feat of engineering, they were purposely created circularly shaped and tapered; that form was said to offer the best resistance to the pummeling ocean and elements. Meanwhile, their height was determined by how far out their designers intended for them to be seen, as well as the estimated force and height of the waves that used all of their brute force against them.

			But as with anything, it was a process of trial and error, with many Maine lighthouses having to be rebuilt or refortified because the brutality of their environs was underestimated. For that same reason, many were also eventually equipped with fog signals or giant fog bells weighing thousands of pounds.

			Initially, their lanterns were lit by open fire, then whale or vegetable oil—and then in the mid-1800s came the revolutionary Fresnel lens, a triumph of beauty and construction in and of itself. Developed by French physicist Augustin-Jean Fresnel, they consist of multiple layers of glass that are angled and cut to different lengths and thicknesses, ultimately giving off much more light than their predecessors—with the added bonus that they cost much less to keep lit. Proving their superior function, many still remain in use today.

			Scottish lighthouse engineer Alan Stevenson (relative to renowned nineteenth-century author Robert Louis Stevenson), gushed of them: “Nothing can be more beautiful than an entire apparatus for a fixed light of the first order . . . I know no work of art more beautiful or creditable to the boldness, ardor, intelligence, and zeal of the artist.”

			Lighthouses served as active aids to navigation in Maine into the mid-1900s, even as keepers were slowly relieved over time, their jobs becoming defunct as lights were gradually automated. As air and rail became ever-preferred forms of transport, many lights were eventually decommissioned. Some (including subjects of this book) are still in use as active navigational aids under the US Coast Guard, while others are maintained by nonprofit organizations, educational institutions, or private entities. Many of Maine’s lighthouses, whoever their caretakers, have also been given the distinction of being listed on the National Register of Historic Places. 

			Today, having made their lasting mark on history and the public consciousness, they are replete throughout culture, deified in art, prose, and photography (and represented by many a tchotchke such as those that decorate gardens or curio cabinets); gracing stamps and currency; serving as emblems for service organizations and logos for businesses, and headlining advertisements. Portland Head Light, for instance, has been used over the years in promotions for Coca-Cola, Kellogg’s, Chevrolet, and IBM—and in one ad campaign a local jeweler even used Photoshop to strap Movado watches around its classic tower.

			Throughout Maine and elsewhere, lighthouses ultimately stand as one of humankind’s most emblematic structures.

			A Grueling Profession

			But progress, as they say, doesn’t come without suffering.

			Those who kept the lights had to deal with harsh, demanding conditions on often secluded, barren isles, sticking it out against the endless clobbering and tempestuous emotions of the wind and sea.

			Their duties were vast, rigorous, and relentless, and they lived under stringent rules from the government. Including the tantamount task of maintaining the lights, they were required to keep a daily log of virtually everything that went on at their post (from wind and weather conditions to supply deliveries to the frequency and length of stay of visitors) and perform regimented inspections.

			Referring to each other chummily as “wickies,” lighthouse keepers were initially politically appointed; the government set rules that those selected were to be between the ages of eighteen and fifty, and had to be literate, able to keep accounts, and adequately perform required manual labor. “Men of intemperate habits” or those “mentally or physically incapable” of doing the job were specifically excluded. (Although many of them were, indeed, men, there were a handful of female light-tenders, one of the most legendary included in the pages to come.)

			Ultimately, as outlined by the US Lighthouse Board, which was established in 1852 to provide oversight of stations across the country, keepers were to “consider the care of the light and the light-house property their paramount duty, beyond any personal consideration.”

			In exchange, they were paid very little, and those at isolated offshore stations—who would often go for months on end without visiting the mainland, and, if they had families, were left to their own devices to school them—were provided with rations of meat and other essentials. But they were not allowed to enhance their paltry salaries by taking on boarders, or selling handcrafted wares or liquor (although many either blatantly ignored this rule or found a way around it).

			As they tended their stations, aligning their day-to-day routines with the rhythm of the tides—ever anxious about what the currents could bring—they were witness to the occasional shipwreck, performed valiant rescues, and, ultimately, found ways to forge meaningful and fulfilling lives amidst often trying conditions.

			Many Maine lighthouse keepers would write later of the solitude and the punishing nature of the position; but, very often, they would add that they could not foresee any other way of life, noting the profoundly compelling lure of both the lights and the sea.

			Keeper Charles L. Knight described this strange dichotomy upon taking up a post at Squirrel Point Light on the Kennebec River.

			“It was spring and the warm sunny days had begun. I thought every day was rosy,” he recalled, also describing his first year there as a “continued vacation.”

			However, he added that, “I had no idea what an isolated section I was going into or the hardships I would have to put up with.”

			It was a unique existence, that, as we shall read, some have simply never been able to leave behind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Nubble: Maine’s Emblem

			Some places speak distinctly. Certain dark gardens cry aloud for a murder; certain old houses demand to be haunted; certain coasts are set apart for shipwreck.

			—Robert Louis Stevenson

			It was the dull of dawn, an unrecognizable shoreline. A plague of horror hung over it; all was silent. Even the gulls were muted and sobered by the scene.

			Drifting in the waves, washing into shore, were wooden boxes. No, not just boxes—coffins. Seven of them.

			And there was a voice, dank and hollow and dripping with death. 

			“You will be among them.”

			The seasoned sailor jolted awake, eyes like discs, breath fast and jagged.

			He drifted in the fuzzy twilight between sleeping and waking, the horrible dream still gripping his mind. No, not a dream, a nightmare. Or an omen?

			He was scheduled to leave the next morning on the maiden voyage of the Isidore, a ship bound from Kennebunkport harbor to the port of New Orleans.

			Being a man of the sea, he was devoutly superstitious. He lay awake the rest of the night; the coffins floated at the forefront of his mind as they had in the frozen sea of his dream.

			The next morning, still shaken, he told his captain about his nightly horror—which the old salt laughed off with a hearty pat on his back before angrily ordering him to his station.

			The man did as he was told, and set to preparing the ship with the other dozen members of the crew. A few hours later, it set sail—never to be seen again.

			At least, not in its terrestrial form.

			The Isidore, which broke to bits on Bald Head Cliff just north of the Nubble in 1842, is a sea tragedy that is the stuff of legend: rife with premonitions and dread and death and unsettled spirits.

			Its horrendous wreck prompted officials to investigate erecting a lighthouse on the Nubble, a rocky outcropping just a few hundred feet offshore of Cape Neddick in York—although it was another thirty-five years until the sentinel, one of Maine’s most iconic, was to be erected.

			Under the direction of thirty-six-year-old Captain Leander Foss, the 396-ton ship Isidore pulled up anchor on November 30, 1842, carrying a crew of fifteen and a cargo of lumber.

			From the very beginning—nay, as early as the first nails began banging its structure into place—it seemed enshrouded in a cloak of doom. It is only natural for work crews to engage in banter and singing and storytelling, but it was said that the Isidore work site was mostly maudlin, gloomy and silent, except for the sounds of hammering and sawing.

			Then there were the omens as the day of its launch drew closer and closer. There was the sailor (name since eroded by time) who dreamt of the seven coffins; then there were the similar nightmares of would-be crewman Thomas King. Two nights before the vessel’s departure, he literally jumped out of bed upon waking from a terrible dream. In it, he saw a wrecked ship surrounded by bloated corpses. As the lifeless bodies floated in the salty brine, their faces stiffened into stone; a fog suddenly came in not on cat’s feet but on lion’s paws, snatching away everything except the ship’s skeletal hull.

			King told Captain Foss of the dream—but much like the vision of the seven coffins, the captain not only laughed it off, but scolded him. Foss was known to be dependable and experienced, not prone to superstition. He had a duty to fulfill, and he expected his crew to do the same. Plus, he had paid every crewmember in advance as a means to ensure they would not worry for their families while they were out at sea for a month.

			But once more, King had the dream. This time, his nightly convulsions terrified his young wife—and cemented the young sailor’s resolve.

			Returning once more to Foss, he begged to be let out of his contract, or at the very least, that the voyage be delayed.

			Yet Foss refused to budge, and the ship’s departure remained on schedule.

			November 30 was said to be dreary and overcast, the air so cold it could crack bones. As the Isidore prepared for launch, the crowd watching from the Kennebunkport docks was decidedly subdued. Normally, they would be clamorous and rowdy, but this group didn’t put much oomph into their cheering and waving
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