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Keepers share story of lighthouse duty
 By Leanne M. Robicheau 

News Editor

ROCKLAND (March 29): Former lighthouse keepers Dan and Karen McLean kept the lights burning along the Kennebec River
for an awfully long time a quarter century ago.

Advertisement
 

The Liberty couple, who gave a talk March 24 at the Maine Lighthouse Museum in Rockland on their experiences as keepers,
marked history in the 1980s while tending the lighthouses of Kennebec River Light Station for eight years.

Karen and Dan McLean gave a talk March 24 at the Maine
Lighthouse Museum on their experience as lighthouse keepers.
Pictured is the fifth order Fresnel lens from Doubling Point Light.
(Photo by Leanne M. Robicheau)

Some 30 lighthouse enthusiasts attended the two-hour museum talk, which focused on the McLeans' long-term assignments at
Kennebec River Light Station, which included responsibility for the maintenance and operation of Doubling Point Range Lights,
Doubling Point Light and Squirrel Point Light, all situated on the Kennebec River in Arrowsic.

Today, Lt. Dan McLean, 49, is the supervisor at the U.S. Coast Guard Marine Safety Detachment in Belfast. Karen McLean, 49, a
former first class boatswain's mate in the Coast Guard with 13 years of service, is a homemaker.



1/30/2018 3_29_07.cfm

file:///Volumes/Lighthouses/lighthouses%202014_9/maine/doubling%20point%20range/articles%20and%20documents/3_29_07.cfm 2/5

A 1980s shot of one of the Kennebec River Range Lights with the
keeper's dwelling. (Image courtesy of Dan and Karen McLean)

In 1982, when Karen took over Kennebec River Light Station, then called Doubling Point Range Lights, she was one of the first
women and the last female to become officer-in-charge of a family light station.

On Feb. 22, 1987, Dan took charge of the light station, marking the first time in history that a husband relieved a wife of
command of the same unit.

First Class Boatswain's Mate Karen McLean changes a range light
bulb in the early 1980s. (Image courtesy of Dan and Karen McLean)

It was 1978 when the McLeans met while both serving at Station Gloucester in Massachusetts. Two years later, they tied the knot.
When they returned from their honeymoon, however, she got reassigned to Station Point Allerton in Hull, Mass., which was a
long commute.

"It turned out to be against [Coast Guard] regulations," Karen said, for a married couple to be assigned to the same unit.
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First Class Boatswain's Mate Dan McLean stands in
front of one of the Kennebec River Range Lights in
the mid­1980s. (Image courtesy of Dan and Karen
McLean)

In 1980, Dan decided to leave the Coast Guard after serving four years.

When Karen's four-year tour was coming to an end in 1982, she, too, thought about getting out. The Coast Guard asked her what
it could do to make her re-enlist.

"A family lighthouse," she said. "The wheels started turning and I got a lighthouse in Maine."

Karen thought that lighthouse would be Squirrel Point Light.

Pictured above is Squirrel Point Light around 1980, shortly before
Karen McLean became responsible for its maintenance and
operation. (Photo by Leanne M. Robicheau)

Pointing to a reporter in the audience, she explained that the woman's husband, Joseph Robicheau, was the keeper of Squirrel
Point Light when she went to check it out.

Robicheau, his wife, Leanne Robicheau, and their two daughters, Jennifer and Michelle, had moved out of Squirrel Point, which
was being automated, Karen said. With winter approaching, it was too dangerous for the Robicheaus to cross the river to bring
their oldest daughter to kindergarten.
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The Coast Guard had told the Robicheaus if they moved to Doubling Point Range Lights, which is accessed by a road, they could
stay a few more years.

But, the Coast Guard had gotten its wires crossed, so to speak, and the Robicheaus ended up with orders to Rockland and Karen
got her lighthouse.

In February 1982, the McLeans moved into Doubling Point Range Lights, which is located just south of Bath Iron Works, around
the river's bend. They also cared for Doubling Point Light, which is visible from BIW, and Squirrel Point Light, located four
miles downriver from the range lights.

Tending four light towers and fog signals, and grounds at the home base, was no small task. Getting to Squirrel Point Light to
activate and deactivate the fog signal was a chore involving a short drive, then a one-mile walk through the woods in snow, rain,
fog or mosquito season. They often walked the rugged path and sometimes used cross-country skis to get there.

"So it was interesting," Karen said.

In 2006, Karen McLean was still taking care of Doubling Point Light,
located just downriver from Bath Iron Works on the Kennebec River,
as a volunteer. (Photo by Leanne M. Robicheau)

With regular inspections and an occasional visit from an admiral, "you have to become a very neat housekeeper," she said.

The McLeans' son Dylan, now 23, and daughter Allie, now 21, were both born while the couple tended the lighthouses.

"Both of the children just loved being little lighthouse kids," Karen said. "It was a family thing."

As keepers they had to maintain the station, inside and out. When they had free time, they enjoyed flower and vegetable
gardening and picking wild berries nearby.

In 1984, Dan decided to re-enlist in the Coast Guard and was assigned to Station Boothbay Harbor. Three years later, he took
over Kennebec River Light Station as officer-in-charge and Karen got assigned to Group South Portland.

During Dan's swearing-in as officer-in-charge, he assured his commander, "I will not be the housekeeper Karen is."

While Karen reined, she and Dan were involved in the rescue of two teenage boys, who had gone onto a cake of ice, which broke
free and sent them floating upriver in mid-February 1983.

When the McLeans received a phone call about the situation, they threw their canoe on top of their Jeep and headed to a
launching spot. They reached the boys about the same time a BIW craft did. The boys were unharmed.

The McLeans showed many photographs, news film clips and other memorabilia from their lighthouse tours of duty. One was
Dylan at age 5 with brush in hand, staining a fence post.

During the talk, Mike Kreindler, president of The Range Light Keepers, presented the McLeans with a print of a wood engraving
by artist Tony Kulik, depicting Kennebec River Range Lights. The nonprofit group is the custodian of Kennebec River Range
Lights and Fiddlers Reach Fog Bell Tower.

"[The McLeans] certainly left their mark in a positive way there," said Kreindler.
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"Lighthouse life is not for everybody," Dan said. "[A husband and wife] were thrust together socially. You really had to have a
tight relationship or you could ruin a marriage."

"We still tend to want to be home at night when the street lights come on," he said with a chuckle.
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