Follows New Pattern

By LEONARD J. PANAGGIO

News that Beavertail
Lighthouse on Conanicut Island,
Jamestown, is to be automated
brings up the question of a
declining  population of
lighthouse keepers through the
years. For several years
lighthouses along the coast,
manned by personnel of the
Coast Guard or by keepers and
their families, have been
abandoned as quarters and
electrified, as part of a national
economy program.

The history of lighthouses in
Rhode Island goes back to 1738
when authorization for the
erection of a lighthouse at
Beavertail was made. However,
the structure was not erected
until 1749, the foundation of
which is now a historic
curiosity. When the United
States government was
organized in 1789, the
Beavertail Lighthouse was one
of 12 in the nation. As important
as the station was, mariners in
1853 reported the Jamestown
facility had the poorest light on
the entire coast between
Charleston, S.C., and St. John,
New Brunswick.

The present granite structure
was erected in 185 and in-
corporated all the newest in-
novations of the time. Many
experiments in fog signals were
made there later. When Capt.
John S. Wales was keeper, a
telephone was installed at the
lighthouse in 1910. The Wales
family had long been identified
with the Conanicut Island post.
A month before the devastating
hurricane of 1938, Congress
appropriated  $20,000 to
modernize the quarters of the
Beavertail Lighthouse.

According to the recent ac-
count of this station's
automation, the lighthouse is
manned by two Coast Guard-
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smen, Boatswain’'s Mate 1.C.
John Baxter, who lives there
with his wife and three children,
and Fireman Assistant Dennis
Regula, who lives there with his
wife. :

How many families have
resided at this light through the
years is not known. Perhaps the
peak population occurred
during the early 1960's. At that
time Boatswain's Mate 1.C.
Domenic Turillo was quartered
there with his wife and eight
children! His .assistant was
Engineman Ronald o
Bungenski who had his wife and
three children at the post, for a
total Beavertail Lighthouse
population of 15.

At the turn of the century
there were several active
lighthouses in the lower
Narragansett Bay region. All
were manned. In 1896
Beavertail was commanded by
George B. Wales, who was
assisted by his son John. Ida
Lewis was maintaining the light
on Lime Rock at the lower end
of Newport Harbor. At the Goat
Island, or Breakwater Light as
it was sometimes called, was
Charles Schoeneman. Charles
S. Curtis was in charge of the
lighthouse on Rose Island and
Lewis T. King was the keeper of
the Dutch Island facility.

Over on Prudence Island, the
Sandy Point light was main-
tained by Thomas Burke. Whale
Rock, in the West Passage, was
kept by Judson G. Allen who
was assisted by Isaac G. Hoard.
Off Van Zandt Avenue in the
“lightning splitter’ type
lighthouse called Gull Rock, was
Adolph Obman. Sakonnet Point
Lighthouse was in charge of
Charles F. Fishburne, who had -
as an assistant keeper Charles
V. Nickerson.

The Conanicut Light Station
which was at the north end of
the island that makes up
Jamestown, was kept by
Horace W. Arnold. The Gould
Island light, off Jamestown,
was kept by Edmund Taylor,
and Frank W. Parmele was the
keeper of the Castle Hill Light.
Muscle Bed Beacon near Hog
Island was the domain of James
D. Learned. The Bristol Ferry
Light, Bristol, was kept by
Edward Sherman.

Two lightships were in ser-
vice in this region at that time,
One was the Brenton Reef
Lightship with Edward Fogarty
as keeper and John Ostendahl
as his assistant. The other was
the Hog Island light vessel with
George S. Slocum as keeper,
assisted by William Watkins.

The Fort Adams Fog Bell, so
designated, was kept by
Edward J. Owens.

The Borden Flats lighthouse
in Fall River, and the Watch
Hill Light were included as
“Light Houses in Rhode
Island.” The Watch Hill facility,
however, was actually in
another district. There were
five manned facilities on Block
Island. However, despite this,
out of 33 listed manned facilities
in 189, 17 were in operation
from Bristol to Sakonnet Point
to Beavertail! This was more
than half the facilities in the
state.

In March, 1946, the lights
were beginning to go out in the
beacons that lined Rhode
Island’s shores. At that time 10

of the facilities had families

living in them. They were
manned by civilians as well as
Coast Guardsmen. At that time
demobilization of the armed
forces was beginning to thin out
personnel at the numerous
locations.

“Hurricane Carol” of 1954
hastened the end of the
Sakonnet Point Light. It is now
privately owned. The Mount
Hope Bridge saw the end of the
Bristol Point facility in 1929.
This was replaced with a
beacon. The Newport Bridge
ended Rose Island soon after
the bridge was opened in 1969.

Gull Rock Light was
automated in 1960. Three Coast
Guardsmen were once on duty
there. The Hog Island Light,
which replaced a lightship
around 1900, became automated
in 1964, and two men stationed
there were reassigned.
Recently it was learned that the
Dutch Island Light would also
become an automated beacon to
aid mariners.

Plum Beach Light, off
Saunderstown, near the west
end of the Jamestown Bridge,
has stood as a silent sentinel for
many years, Whale Rock Light,
in the West Passage between
Jamestown and Narragansett,
once a facility that boasted six
rooms for the keeper and his
family, had a tragic ending
when it was washed away
during the 1938 hurricane,

Off Warwick is the Conimicut
Point Lighthouse. For almost 97
years it had been maintained by
several keepers. Then in 1965 it,
too, became an automated light.
When this occurred it was the
21st light in Rhode Island to give
up keepers in a period of 20
years. Conimicut has one claim
to fame, however. In 1960
electric service was installed in
it—the last lighthouse in the
nation to be electrified!




