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Dicers Head Lighthouse
By Elizabeth Duff

“In the month of June 1828, Iwent
to New York...I returned and made in¬
terest to get the appointment as keep¬
er of alighthouse then building on
Dice's Head, near Castine, which ap¬
pointment 1obtained, and am now in
possession as keeper of said light..."
So recorded Jacob Sherburne in “The
Principal Incidents in the Life and Ad¬
ventures of Captain Jacob Sherburne"
written by “himself." At the age of 75,
Sherburne, one-time ship's master, un¬
doubtedly put the finishing touches on
his autobiography while serving as the
first keeper of Dice's Head Lighthouse.

The settlers along the east coast of
the United States were quick to realize
the need for lighthouses. Ships carry¬
ing supplies, trade goods and new
settlers needed guidance in order to
make safe landfalls. Lighthouses were
n o t n e w t o c o l o n i s t s f r o m t h e B r i t i s h

Isles. England began guiding ships ap¬
proaching her coast early in the seven¬
teenth century. The first English light¬
house, Eddystone Light off Plymouth,
burned candles, unaided by reflectors
or optical contrivances and cast adim
glow out to sea.

Tour de Cardanan Lignf7'ory Isle of May, at the entrance
to the Firth of Forth in Scotland, utilized wood fagots blaz¬
ing in an open chauffer. This was later changed to an open
coal fire. Such open lights were far from efficient. The
wood fires smoked; coal fires were lost in storms. They
had to be k indled on the leeward s ide and th is was not the

direction in which they were needed most. But the major
problems with these early lights were uncertainty and lack
of apenetrating beam.

Then, in 1788, the Fresnel lens was invented by a
Frenchman, Augustin Fresnel. Not long after Thomas Stev¬
enson, father of poet Robert Louis Stevenson, constructed
his holophotal prisms. This provided total or internal re¬
flections within the glass, instead of reflections from metal
mirrors. These two inventions made it possible to use
lamps fueled by oil. The oil used seemed to depend on
which was most abundant and least expensive; choices in-
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Wheeler described it. Note the bell at
the top of the ladder.

Dice's Head Lighthouse taken in the
l a t e 1 8 8 0 s w h e n i t l o o k e d a s D r .

eluded vegetable oil, whale oil, lard and kerosene.
It was during President Andrew Jackson's first term of

office that the growth of shipping on the Penobscot River
and Castine harbor made expedient the placement of a
lighthouse at the end of apeninsula that commands the
eastern side of the Penobscot River and marks the en¬
trance to the harbor. Six years after the original light was
completed. Captain Henry D. haunter of the United States
revenue Cutter Jackson inspected it. “This light," he re¬
ported, “should be located on the northern head of Hol¬
brook Island at the eastern entrance to Castine Harbor. It
would then answer as aguide up the Penobscot River and
aharbor light." Regardless of Hunter's suggestion, in
1858, ever increasing shipping activity prompted Presi¬
dent James Buchanan to order the original structure re¬
m o d e l e d .

Castine historian. Dr. George A. Wheeler, describes



Dice's Head Lighthouse as "...a stone tower sheathed
with wood and painted white, attached to adwelling of
wood, one story and ahalf. The light is fixed white, visi¬
ble at adistance of seventeen nautical miles. The height of
the tower from the base to the focal plane is forty-two feet.
The height of the light above the level of the sea is 130
feet. The compass range of visibility is east by north, by
eastward to north. The lens apparatus is of the fourth
o r d e r . "

The "order" Dr. Wheeler refers to is the light classifica¬
tion. Alight of the first order produces the most powerful
beam; the sixth order is the weakest. The distance be¬
tween the center of the light and the lens determines the
light's intensity. The shorter the distance from the light to
lens the less powerful are the rays of light produced.

Robert T. Sterling, author of "Lighthouses of the Maine
Coast" classified Dice's Head Lighthouse among bay and
harbor lights. As such, its history is uneventful when com¬
pared to many of Maine's seacoast lights. Shipwrecks and
heroic rescues performed by lighthouse keepers, their fa¬
milies and even their dogs have no part in thLe_Stodes_s..ui:-
rounding bice's Head Lighthouse. About the only
mystery is centered in its name. It is located on land ori¬
ginally owned by afamily named Dyce. Yet Jacob Sher¬
burne, in his 1829 autobiography, refers to it as Dice's
Head. Sterling calls it Dice Head Light.

Beatrice Spurling, whose father. Captain E.T. Spurling,
was keeper of Dice's Head Light was interviewed by Fran¬
cis W. Hatch Sr., along-time summer resident of Castine.
The interview was printed in the Ellsworth American on
December 19, 1974. Hatch wanted to know about grow¬
ing up in alighthouse family.

"Our first post was up on Avery Rock near Machias,"
Bea told him. "I was only three weeks old when my father
was give the post. Avery Rock had no vegetation whatso¬
ever. There were heavy shutters on all the windows. In a
gale, at high tide, the seas would wash right over the rock.
But we always felt safe and snug inside with every confi¬
dence in Father, whose calm always made us feel safe.
Once, in astorm, the people in Bucks Harbor (not to be
confused with Buck Harbor on the Reach) could see no¬
thing but white foam over the rock. They thought every¬
thing had been washed away. But the house and out¬
buildings were bolted down and didn't budge."

Francis Hatch asked Bea how schooling was managed
at isolated lighthouses. "Mother took care of that with
books sent out from schools on the shore. By the time we
had moved to another station on Frankl in's Island, the
books came from the town of St. George. We sat around
the dining room table. Mother planned our lessons and
we all kepy busy with the older kids helping with the
younger," Bea explained.

According to Bea, the government boat brought barrels
of salt port, corned beef, dried beans and sugar. There
were visits from the Seacoast Mission's boats Morning Star
and Sunbeam. "They brought us Sunday school supplies,
gifts and books. Father's pay was $75 amonth, but it must
have been adequate," she said.

The move to Dice's Head Lighthouse brought about an
amazing new life for Bea, her sister and brothers. "We
could go to an organized school for the first time and play
w i t h o t h e r c h i l d r e n . S u m m e r l i f e o n D i c e ' s H e a d w a s a
new world for us. There were ladies with parasols, men in
white flannels, buckboards to take them on quiet drives

(Continued on fifth page)
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Dice's Head Lighthouse as it looks today.
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(Continued from second page)
through Witherle Woods and lots of chances for us to
make pin money. Ihad asummer job at the 'Dome of the
Rocks' (hotel) at 50 cents aday. And Icould make extra
money by going to the houses and helping out. I'll never
forget scrubbing bathtubs for 10 cents aring."

After 19 years in the Castine lighthouse. Captain Spur-
ling retired. In 1921, Bea joined the Frederic Wardwell
Real Estate Agency in Castine. She's retired now, but is still
out and about daily, picking up her mail at the post office
or lunching at Petty's Pizza. The Historical Society counts
on Bea to match familiar faces in misty, old photos, with
forgotten names.

Francis Hatch ended his interview with this quatrain de¬
dicated to Bea entitled "Lighthouse Children."

Few the re a re le f t whose ch i l dhood
faced the s to rms

That nature in afit of anger hurled.
Where love of family was the rule of life
and family life the limits of the world.
Dice's Head Light warned first sailing ships and later

steamboats away from treacherous rocks, guiding them
i n t o C a s t i n e ' s s a f e h a r b o r o r i n t o t h e P e n o b s c o t R i v e r. I n

1935, the light in the tower was extinguished, replaced by
alight and abell buoy on the rocks below. The land and
buildings, except for 100 square feet surrounding the light
tower, was deeded to the Town of Castine in September
of 1935 by the Lighthouse Service of the United States.
The light tower and the remaining 100 square feet came to
t h e t o w n i n D e c m b e r o f 1 9 5 6 .

When t he Ma ine H i s t o r i c P rese rva t i on Commiss i on
meets in April 1986, its members will be asked to put their
stamp of approval on anew historic district in Castine be¬
fore sending it on to Washington, D.C., for final listing.

According to Commission Director Earle C. Shettle-
worth Jr., there is the potential for an historic district and
one individual property to be listed in the National Regis¬
ter o f H is tor ic P laces.

The district would begin in the area of the British Cana
at Hatch's Cove and continue along both sides of Route
166 up to and including the Power-Webber Cemetery at
the corner of the Old Ferry Road. The individual property
which is eligible for nomination is the ThatcTier Avery
House owned by James Reed and located farther north on
the east side of Route 166.

The eligible properties are significant as an unusual sur¬
viving group of late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen¬
tury farmhouses which represent acritical period in Cas¬
tine's development. Moreover, the rural landscape re¬
mains largely unspoiled from the road down to the Baga-
duce River. The houses, combined with the landscape, re¬
tain the ambiance of an early nineteenth century Maine
farming community which thrived due to its proximity to
both the river and the port of Castine.

The Thatcher Avery House which has been determined
individually eligible is thought to be the oldest house in
the area. Built in the 1760s, the house was originally a^
farmer's residence which underwent at least two major
enlargements.

1860 maps of Castine available
to book committee members P r o p o s e d N e w

H i s t o r i c D i s t r i c t
Paul Cyr, co-chairman of the Society's book committee,

recently completed amap of the Castine On.-Neck
showing houses and buildings that existed prior to 1860.
The map is designed to guide committee members in
gathering information on old homes and buildings. Ques¬
tionnaires to be filled in by committee members and
home owners have also been completed and are available
at the Town office or from Paul Cyr. Paul is presently
working on asecond map which will include the Off-
N e c k a r e a .

The committee plans to include the information in a
book dealing with historic homes and buildings in Castine.

a r e a

c o v e

Society experts to present
'information please' program

CASTIME.

All are invited to try to stump the experts or get the an¬
swers to questions dealing with Castine history at the So¬
ciety's May 20 meeting. The CHS panel will be made up of
Phil Perkins, Gardiner Gregory, Bea Spurling and Mar¬
garet Halk

Plans for this meeting include inviting Adams School
students in grades five through eight.

E x i s t i n g
H i s t o r i c D i s t r i c t

Proposed New
H i s t o r i c D i s t r i c t

*Thatcher Avery House


