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  PREFACE


  Ida Lewis is an enigma. Considered in her day to be the “bravest woman in America,” she has regrettably been lost to history as a mere footnote. Part of the reason for this is that Ida Lewis was not a woman of letters. Although she had been schooled and could read and write, she was not one to journal or keep diaries. If she did, no trace of them is left to us. It is easy to deduce, therefore, that Ida Lewis did not intend to be remembered by history. Or perhaps proper care wasn’t given to preserving her memory. After all, she was only a woman.


  Although throughout history there are countless examples of those who have sought and achieved fame through their relentless pursuit of it, Ida Lewis cannot be counted among those. Born into a class system that would forever cast her lot in society, she was destined by birth to be nothing more than a common laborer’s daughter. Steeped in New England pragmatism, Ida Lewis found no shame in that. Hard work and the simple pleasures it afforded were enough. She accepted that as she conducted her responsibilities as the eldest child living with her infirm father and aging mother at Lime Rock Lighthouse in Narragansett Bay; she tended the light and performed the monotonous tasks that frame the life of a lighthouse keeper. If her life had been the sum total of just that, she most likely would have died a content woman.


  Destiny, however, had a different plan. It took her in hand and thrust her into the public limelight without her consent and much against her will. Although she never viewed her heroism as anything special, everyone else did. Ida Lewis rescued people from drowning. She did it well and often, and standing at five feet four inches and weighing 103 pounds, she did so with the physicality of a stalwart man. Word of her rescues circulated quickly and literally overnight, and a country desperate for heroes following the devastating Civil War grabbed hold of her.


  But fame is a fickle mistress. Becoming a legend during one’s own life can be seductive and create illusions even for the most grounded. Although Ida held true to her Yankee roots, she couldn’t help but fall sway to fame’s allure. Her story unfolds against the backdrop of the Gilded Age in Newport, Rhode Island, which was fast becoming the vacation spot for both the social elite and the rich robber barons in the 1800s. Though famous beyond any of her wealthy neighbors, including the Vanderbilts and the Astors, Ida Lewis would never be accepted into society. The irony of that is obvious, but sadly, it reduced her to a Newport attraction.


  This is a tale of a true and steady woman of the humblest of roots, who as a result of her God-given courage, was catapulted to fame and, consequently, met with some of the most influential figures of nineteenth-century America. I feel particularly honored to be the one who can help this remarkable woman reclaim her rightful place in American history. I hope I have done her life justice.


  
    Chapter 1

    PROPELLED TO NOTORIETY


    
      When she performed this duty she had no thought of its being recognized. In fact, I believe if she thought what men would say about it, probably the act never would have been done at all.


      —COLONEL THOMAS WENTWORTH HIGGINSON, SPEAKING OF IDA’S RESCUE

    


    The wintry gale was coming in fast and furious, whipping the water around Lime Rock Lighthouse into a roiling frenzy and sending icy blasts of wind against the house, clattering the windows of the kitchen.


    It was March 29, 1869.


    Early spring meant an influx of storms into the harbor. They chopped up the still-icy seas and brought spring thaw in with a vengeance. It was 5:00 p.m., and Ida had taken a few minutes to sit in her favorite chair near the hearth before preparing dinner. She was sick with a terrible cold and was trying to collect herself for the night’s work ahead. As she soaked her feet in warm water, she heard her mother rustling in another part of the house. Ida Zoradia—known simply as Zoradia so as not to be confused with her namesake daughter—had gone to her room to lie down. She was weary from taking care of her almost completely disabled husband and her other daughter, Hattie, whose lungs were weak and who often suffered through the winter with an infectious cough.

  


  Nagged by the sense that something was amiss, Zoradia couldn’t rest. Like her daughter Ida, she was uncomfortable being idle, so she decided to check the lamp’s oil supply for the night. She rose from her bed and made her way to the passageway that led to the lantern room, with its window overlooking the water. The view from atop the cramped lantern room was a familiar one, so the smallest change on the horizon was immediately noticeable and called for closer attention. She checked the oil supply and gazed at the harbor and open sea.


  Zoradia froze as she peered through the falling snow. There, in the freezing, roiling water, she spied an overturned boat with what appeared to be two men clinging to its hull and yelling for help. In the fury of the sea, the capsized boat was drifting toward Goat Island, moving out of the harbor and into the open channel, which would sweep them into the ocean. And it was moving swiftly in the billowing waves of the stormy sea.


  Filled with terror, Zoradia called to her daughter: “Ida, O my God! Ida, run quick! A boat has capsized and men are drowning. Run quick, Ida!”


  As soon as Ida heard that men were drowning, she was on her feet and racing toward the door. From his chair, her invalid father frantically tried to dissuade her. He shouted after her that it wasn’t her duty to fish the “addled of brain” out of the water. Any sailor who ventured out in a storm knew the danger involved and should expect the worst, he added.


  Ida barely heard him. She didn’t take the time to put on her button-up boots, hat, overcoat, or even a shawl. She merely grabbed a towel, which she twisted about her neck as she raced toward the boat. Time was of the essence. A matter of seconds could mean the difference between life and death. As she slipped her way across the bone-biting limestones, her feet were cut by the edges of sharp rocks. She yelled back to her younger brother Hosea, known as Hosey, to come help her. He followed closely behind his sister, joining her in the boat as she pushed off from shore.


  The hard wind and driving rain battered Ida’s back as she pulled the oars with a strength equal to that of a hearty man. At times, it felt as if she alone was pulling the skiff, setting the rhythm of the oars against the overwhelming power of the sea, all the while barking orders at Hosey, who was frantically rowing alongside her. Her strength, both physical and emotional, surpassed his. Ida seemed powered by her sense of duty and her single-minded courage. The sea rose high around them, the icy water pouring over the boat’s sides. The snow was wet and driving, hitting them with a fury of tiny spikes. Despite their hard rowing, the boat moved maddeningly slowly toward the deepest end of the harbor near Goat Island.


  Ida could hear the desperate cries of the drowning men, a haunting distant din that made her frantic. Desperation was never an emotion that Ida allowed during her rescues, however. This time was no exception, and she caught herself before panic and despair set in. She had to keep rowing, to keep focused on getting to those men, and to block everything else out.


  The wind seemed to play with her hearing, and she thought she heard a woman’s voice calling. Casting a glance back toward the shore of Lime Rock, Ida saw her mother standing on the precarious edge of the rock’s outermost point, wildly waving her arms. She was trying to signal to the panicked drowning men by sending gestures and words of encouragement over the raging gale. They would later tell Zoradia that her cries drew their attention to the lifeboat. Certain that they were facing death, they were close to giving up the fight.


  Ida set the oars into the oncoming seas, summoning up a renewed reservoir of strength. She stroked the waves forcefully, conscious that every effort was a battle against time, tide, and an angry storm.


  Despite all odds, the small skiff, pitching wildly and taking on water rapidly, reached the drifting, overturned wreck. Ida was exhausted from the brute force that she had to expend just to get the skiff into the middle of the harbor. Her arms were cramping, and her extremities were numb. With the necessary help and strength of Hosey, she managed to pull the screaming men into the boat. The two were soldiers: Sergeant James Adams and Private John McLoughlin, from nearby Fort Adams. They were in bad shape. Rowing back to shore with the men in the boat took double the effort and twice as long. Ida’s only concern—over and above her own physical fatigue, pain, and the early stages of hypothermia—was getting them on dry land before one of them died from exposure.


  Once on the lighthouse island, Sergeant Adams was barely able to “totter up to their house,” according to a newspaper account of the incident. McLoughlin was completely unconscious. He had to be lifted from the boat and hoisted into the house by the combined efforts of Ida and Hosey. It took a long time to revive McLoughlin, and he almost didn’t make it. The pair stayed the night at the house, where they were nursed back to reasonably good health.


  There had been a third person in the capsized boat: a younger boy, whom the two reckless soldiers had hired to steer. The fourteen-year-old lad had been confident that he could skipper the small boat from the shore to the adjacent peninsula where Fort Adams was situated. With the onset of the storm, it became clear that he was not qualified to captain the boat, which took on water and eventually capsized. Waves crashed continually over the boat, and swallowing gulps of icy saltwater, the boy was unable to hang onto the slippery hull of the overturned skiff. He slipped into the freezing depths of the harbor.


  Colonel George Brewerton, who would become Ida’s “official” biographer, said of the 1869 event:



  
    The boy, if the fault were his, has already paid the penalty with his young life, having gone down to rise no more, till the slow processes of decomposition, shall cause the mutilated corpse to loose its death grip from the treacherous weeds, and drift on shore.


  


  Ida’s other brother, Rudolph, would later recount the night’s events as well, recalling: “Sergeant Adams, one of the rescued party, stated when he recovered, ‘When I saw the boat approaching and a woman rowing, I thought, She’s only a woman and she will never reach us. But I soon changed my mind.’ ”


  Ida would later say about the event: “I remember one twilight in 1869. I heard the cries of two men during an awful storm. I put for them in my boat. I could see them clinging to their frail boat. I managed to pull them in, but they were nearly gone when I reached the shore.”


  It took hours in front of the embers of the hearth for Ida to warm herself thoroughly, calm her chattering teeth, and thaw her itching, frostbitten feet. She was dreadfully ill with a cold, and it would take her some time to fully recuperate. But she still rowed the two men to their base on shore after they recovered.


  The last thing going through Ida’s mind was fame. Unlike her previous rescues, however, this one would change her life forever.
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  Until that time, she was simply Ida Lewis, daughter of Hosea Lewis, the stricken lighthouse keeper, and Ida Zoradia Lewis. She was one of the four surviving children of the six born of her parents’ marriage. She was merely part of the family that lived on Lime Rock and tended to its lighthouse. She was the lighthouse keeper’s daughter, like so many other lighthouse keepers’ daughters up and down the Atlantic seaboard, who shared in the responsibilities of keeping the light. Ida led a rather mundane existence on the island, helping to tend to the Lime Rock Light, which was situated in the inner part of Narragansett Bay, some 220 yards from the nearest point on shore.


  Although other lighthouse keepers’ daughters might have been like her in some ways, Ida was definitely not like them. Born and bred in Newport, where she had known no other life than that of a lighthouse keeper’s daughter, Ida had no knowledge of how unique she was.


  Ida saved people from drowning. She did it often and with great success.


  Until that fateful rescue of the soldiers on March 29, 1869, no one but her family and those she pulled out of the waters of Newport Harbor knew of her extraordinary feats rescuing people. A few stories had made the local newspaper in the form of one- or two-line briefs, but none made the headlines. That would soon change.


  Overnight, she would become the toast of Newport and even
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