Lovely Lighthouse
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Rockland, ME – Most of us now tend to take navigation for granted.  When we want to go from A to B, we simply look at a map, or go to an online service, such as MapQuest, to find an optimum route.  

Even at sea, or in the deep woods, we now have readily available means to assist our travels.  With the advent of the Global Positioning System (GPS), people can locate themselves in essentially any weather within 50 yards at virtually any location on the planet.  There is no longer any reason for a mariner or a backpacker not to know exactly where he is located.

It was not always like this.  When I entered the Navy in the early 1960’s, we often did not know where our ship was located within 10 miles when we were in certain areas on the high seas.  When our ship submerged (it was a nuclear submarine), we really were frequently “lost” – at least in terms of knowing a relatively accurate location of where we were.  On several occasions, our submarine was more than 50 miles from where we thought we were when we finally were able to accurately fix our location.

Imagine, therefore, the problems of folks on the seas during the early years of our nation.  Rockland, Maine, for example, was essentially the limestone capital of the world during the mid-1800’s.  Not only was lime transported by sailing ship to ports all along the eastern seaboard of the U.S., the area was a major fishing port and also had several active shipyards.  Storms and periods of low visibility made navigation along the Maine coast particularly treacherous.  Many ships went aground, and many lives were lost at sea.

Lighthouses were literally a savior for seamen at the time.  Each lighthouse had a unique signature shining brightly into the night.  Sailors could view the light and obtain a bearing (direction) from the lighthouse;  if bearings from 2 or more lighthouses were available, lines could be drawn on a chart to determine one’s position.

But, here in Maine,  there was another danger:  Nor’easters, those dangerous winter storms with essentially hurricane force winds and high seas.  These monsters frequently battered ships moored in the Rockland harbor, so a mammoth breakwater was built in the 1880’s to protect the harbor.  By mammoth, I mean almost 7/8 mile long and containing 750,000 tons of granite 60 feet deep into the harbor.  Naturally, a lighthouse had to be built on the end to keep ships from hitting the breakwater, and a beautiful red brick tower with a white wooden dwelling for the lighthouse keeper was completed in 1902.  

It still stands today, active as an aid to sailors.  Mostly it serves as a wonderful, and still beautiful, reminder of our maritime past.  It is owned by the city of Rockland, but is leased and lovingly maintained by the Friends of Rockland Breakwater Lighthouse.  These folks, all volunteers, raise funds and provide labor to restore the building and to provide information to those who walk the huge granite blocks to see the lighthouse. Following my 7/8 mile hike out to the lighthouse, I had the pleasure of meeting two of the volunteers, Ted and Jo Panayotoff, who happened to be manning the visitor’s center. Ted, who has co-authored the definitive book on the history of the lighthouse, explained the three elements of the lighting system and the technical elements of its fog signal.  It was a glorious Maine summer day, full of salt breeze and circling gulls overhead.  You find yourself hoping that there will always be Ted’s and Jo’s willing to donate time and energy to keep such moments possible.

I thought you might like to know.
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