

Part One

ROMANTIC BEACONS OF THE GATEWAY LAKE Ontario

Lighthouses are among the most prominent and recognizable man-made structures on the planet. Precisely because of their status as navigational markers, they are closely identified with certain geographic or natural features. For instance, it is difficult to think of Ohio’s Marblehead Peninsula as separate from the Marblehead Lighthouse or Ontario’s Gibraltar Point as separate from the Gibraltar Point Lighthouse. Lighthouse towers seem almost the products of nature, as if they had been carved from native stone and left behind by the retreating glaciers of the last ice age. Of course, the Great Lakes themselves, which provide the reason for most of America’s inland lighthouses, were in fact created by this chiseling action of ice and water on stone.

Each of the Earth’s continents has at least one natural feature that stands out in our minds as a symbol for all its diverse lands and peoples. For Africa, that feature is probably the Nile River; for Asia, Mount Everest; for Australia, Ayers Rock; for South America, the Amazon Rainforest; for Europe, the Alps or perhaps the Greek Isles. But since most of us reading this book live in North America and have differing regional loyalties, the selection of such a symbol for this continent may seem a little more difficult. For instance, some might put forward the Mississippi River, while others may suggest Mount McKinley, the Colorado Rockies, or the California redwoods. Upon reflection, however, the available choices can easily be reduced to one.

A few miles from the City of Buffalo, New York, is a natural phenomenon so majestic and so powerful that every year it strikes millions of people speechless with awe. Tourists flock to see it from every state in the Union, every Canadian province, and, literally, every nation on Earth. Children the world over have heard of this place and, no doubt, dreamed of traveling to America to enjoy it for themselves. The phenomenon in question is, of course, Niagara Falls.

Actually a pair of falls, the American and Horseshoe, one on either side of the US–Canadian border, they form what is arguably the world’s most popular and most visited natural wonder. And why not? Fed by the overflow from four of the Earth’s largest lakes, the falls are very impressive indeed. More than 40 million gallons of water plunge over them every minute. This unforgettable display of nature’s raw power has inspired poets, politicians, and countless ordinary people, not to mention generations of young couples who have flocked to the falls to celebrate, and consummate, their marriages.

Marriage of Waters

Why do the Niagara Falls exert such a pull on us? Maybe it is because they help us understand our place in the natural scheme of things. Certainly, the falls are a key to understanding the Great Lakes and the astounding geological forces that created them. Hundreds of millions of years ago, this region was covered by a warm, shallow sea teeming with life. Along the margins of the sea, colonies of tiny, shelled creatures piling one atop the other over millions of years built up an immense barrier reef. Eventually, the land was uplifted, the seas drained, and the ancient reef compacted into tough limestone.

Several times during the past million years, great sheets of ice, up to two miles thick, have pushed across the northern half of the continent. Like frozen bulldozers with blades one thousand miles wide, they scooped out basins. When the ice melted it filled the basins with water, forming lakes. But the stubborn limestone had resisted the ice and remained behind as a natural dike at the eastern end of Lake Erie. Today the waters of Erie, Huron, Michigan, and Superior spill over the dike, dropping several hundred feet in just a few miles on the way to Lake Ontario. The most dramatic descent is, of course, at Niagara, where the blue lake water plunges 184 feet over American Falls and 176 feet over Horseshoe Falls.

The Beaver Connection

Among the very first Europeans to see the falls was Samuel de Champlain, father of New France and founder of the City of Quebec. Champlain pushed up the St. Lawrence River, explored Lake Ontario, and may have reached Niagara as early as 1604, several years before the English established their first colony in Virginia at Jamestown. No doubt the majesty of the falls impressed Champlain, but the French adventurer had much more to awe him besides: an entire pristine and unexplored New World. The Huron Native Americans told Champlain that beyond the falls lay several lakes even bigger than Ontario and a vast, wild region rich in furs and minerals. Initially, Champlain may have doubted their stories, but he and other astonished French explorers would soon learn that they were true. The falls were fed by an enormous system of swift-running rivers and huge lakes, reaching back 1,000 miles or more into the very heartland of the North American continent. The French quickly saw the potential of all these interconnected waterways—they could be used as a convenient and highly profitable commercial highway.

It has been said that, more than any human adventurer, the humble beaver deserves credit for opening up the North American interior. Much prized by hatmakers and the fashion-conscious ladies and gentlemen of Europe, beaver pelts gave tough French trappers a cash incentive for exploring America. Following every river and stream all the way to its source, they loaded sturdy bark canoes with pelts and then paddled and portaged them eastward along at least part of what is known today as the St. Lawrence Seaway.

It may be that the French built signal fires or placed lanterns on poles to guide their canoe freighters to key portages, villages, and fur-trading centers. It was the British, however, who would build the first true lighthouse on the Great Lakes. For more than 150 years, the British wrestled with the French for control of the lakes and the access they provided to the interior of the continent. This struggle reached its climax in 1759, during the French and Indian War, when an army of redcoats, under the command of General James Wolfe, appeared outside the city walls of Quebec. The marquis de Montcalm rushed out from behind the walls at the head of a poorly trained force of irregulars to confront Wolfe and was promptly defeated. Although both commanders were killed, the battle ended in near total defeat for the French. Having captured Quebec, the city of Champlain, the British took possession of Canada and the strategic Great Lakes waterways. But complete British dominion over the lakes would be short lived.

Revolutionary Ghost Ship

Only fifteen years after their victory over the French, the British found themselves once more at war in America. This time the fight was against their own unruly colonists. During this Revolutionary War the British maintained a powerful navy on the Great Lakes. Among their most formidable lake warships was HMS Ontario. Launched during the late spring of 1780, she was at least 80 feet long and square rigged like an oceangoing fighting ship. Armed with 16 six-pound cannon and six four-pounders, she had more than enough firepower to crush any American vessel that might challenge her mastery of Lake Ontario. The weather and the lake itself, however, could not be fought with cannon shot and gunpowder. The Ontario was destined to lose her only battle—with one of the Great Lakes’ notorious autumn storms.

Late in October 1780 the Ontario weighed anchor and set sail from Niagara, bound for Oswego, New York, with a load of British soldiers, military supplies, and an army payroll chest brimming with gold and silver coins. On Halloween a gale came whistling out of the west, and by the time it had blown itself out the following morning, the Ontario was gone. Vanishing along with her were four women, five children, several Native American guides, and more than 70 soldiers and seamen. As with the Edmund Fitzgerald and so many other disappearances on the Great Lakes, this one remains a mystery to this day. Poignantly, settlers found dozens of British army caps bobbing in the waves along the south shore of the lake, but there were no other clues to the fate of the ship or its passengers, crew, and cargo. Treasure hunters, interested in valuable relics—not to mention the payroll chest—have searched endlessly for the wreck. Most believe the Ontario met her end near Thirty Mile Point. The discovery in 1954 of a very old anchor not far from the point lends weight to this opinion, but the ship herself has never been found.

Ironically, countless sailors may owe their lives indirectly to the sinking of the Ontario. The loss of this fine ship alerted British authorities to the need for better navigation markers on the Great Lakes. In 1781, the year after the Ontario disaster, they placed a light, fueled by whale oil, on the roof of Fort Niagara, at the mouth of the Niagara River. The French had built the old stone fortress in 1726 to help protect fur traders portaging their pelts from the upper lakes. The British had taken control of the fort after the French and Indian War. The fort and its light, the first established on the Great Lakes, became the property of the United States following the Revolutionary War.

The extraordinary tower was also one of the lake’s most distinctive daymarks. Built during the mid-1890s, at the height of the Victorian era, it featured a decorative gallery and peaked roof suggestive of the elaborate helmet of a European cavalry officer.

Unfortunately, the old lighthouse weathered one too many of Lake Ontario’s prodigious storms. By 1954 the structure had suffered damage so extensive the building itself became a safety hazard. The Coast Guard had no choice but to extinguish the light and pull down the top two-thirds of the tower, to keep it from falling under its own weight. Today the Braddock Point Lighthouse, with its squat, truncated tower, is a private residence closed to the public.


Ogdensburg Harbor Light

Ogdensburg, New York
1834

Located on the St. Lawrence River a few dozen miles from Lake Ontario, the town of Ogdensburg has been recognized by many as the gateway to the Great Lakes. Because of the strategic importance of this place, the French built a fort here in 1749. Founded by the famous French missionary Abbé François Picquet, Fort La Presentation served as a mission, trading center, and school as well as a key military outpost. The fort was burned and abandoned by its French defenders as British troops closed in during the final months of the French and Indian War.
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The privately owned, squared-off limestone tower of the Ogdensburg Lighthouse (opposite page) stands on the banks of the St. Lawrence River. BENKRUT/ISTOCK VIA GETTY IMAGES

On the ruins of La Presentation, the British built Fort Oswegatchie, which helped them control access to the Great Lakes during the Revolutionary War. Following the war, American troops under Colonel Samuel Ogden took possession of the fort. The thriving settlement that grew up here was later named for Ogden, and eventually, Ogdensburg became a vital St. Lawrence River port.

In 1834 a lighthouse was built on the site of the original French fort. The Ogdensburg Harbor Lighthouse was given a 65-foot limestone tower and spacious attached dwelling. Refurbished in 1900, the lighthouse still stands today. The light was inactive for many years but was restored to service in 2011 as a private aid to navigation.

How to Get There

Now on private property, the old light is off-limits to the public and can only be viewed from the water.


Tibbetts Point Light

Cape Vincent, New York
1827

Lighthouses are nearly always strategically located, but that is especially true of Tibbetts Point Lighthouse in Cape Vincent, New York. Its light marks the entrance to the St. Lawrence River and the beginning of the last leg of any journey from the Great Lakes to the Atlantic. Recognizing the importance of the place to commercial shipping, the US government placed a light station here in 1827. The stone tower stood 59 feet high and employed a whale-oil lamp and reflector lighting system.

The light tower seen at Cape Vincent today replaced the earlier lighthouse in 1854. Its 69-foot stucco tower was given a fourth-order Fresnel lens lit by a 50-candlepower oil lamp. A steam-powered fog signal began operation in 1896. The station was automated in 1981, but the beacon is still focused by its classic Fresnel lens.

How to Get There

Tibbett’s Point and its lighthouse can be reached from Cape Vincent via Lighthouse Road. The grounds are open daily for walking, picnicking, and photography. For more information visit tibbettspointlighthouse.org or call (315) 654–2700.
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One of several prominent St. Lawrence River beacons, the Tibbett’s Point Lighthouse (opposite page) near Cape Vincent, New York, marks the river entrance.


Selkirk (Port Ontario) Light

Selkirk (Pulaski), New York
1838

[image: chpt_fig_003]

Although its beacon served lake sailors for little more than 20 years, the Selkirk Lighthouse is one of the more fascinating and historic buildings on the Great Lakes. Built in 1838, it was taken out of service in 1859, when the local fishing and shipbuilding industries began to fade. Fortunately, the old lighthouse has survived. Its gabled fieldstone dwelling and old-style lantern are of considerable architectural and historical interest.

Built for $3,000 by local contractors from stone quarried nearby, the old dwelling is one of a kind. The small lantern room projecting through the roof is also highly unusual. It is of an early type in use before Fresnel lenses became common about the middle of the nineteenth century. Originally, the lantern held a 14-inch parabolic reflector and eight mineral-oil lamps. The light could be seen from about 14 miles out on the lake. Shortly before the lighthouse was discontinued, the outdated reflector system was replaced by a sixth-order Fresnel lens.

When the Salmon River began to silt up and ship traffic dropped off, the government saw little need for a light here. The building was eventually sold for use as a private residence and then as a hotel. Although its lantern was dark for more than 130 years, the old lighthouse is now back in operation. In 1989 the owners received permission from the Coast Guard to place an automated light in the lantern.

How to Get There

The lighthouse is located near the mouth of the Salmon River at the end of Lake Road to the west of Pulaski and Port Ontario This unique structure has been handsomely restored and is available for overnight accommodation. For more information visit salmonriverlighthousemarina.com.


Sodus Point Lighthouse

Sodus Point, New York
1825
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On June 19, 1813, the citizens of sleepy Sodus Point, New York, had an uncharacteristically noisy day. A British fleet had sailed across Lake Ontario and rudely awakened them with cannon fire. The British fleet landed troops, but the redcoats were stopped and eventually driven off by a hastily gathered force of militia. To raise the alarm, a local horseman rode, Paul Revere style, through the countryside to warn farms and villages that “the British are coming.”

From 1825 until just after the turn of the century, the Sodus Bay Lighthouse offered mariners a different sort of warning: Its bright beacon announced clearly that land was near. Completed

How to Get There



Charlotte-Genesee Light
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Thirty Mile Point Light
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Fort Niagara Light
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