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The Anonymous Lifesavers of the Sea '.i

''.  iff==6 'ta
By Bob Trapani,  J r.

b .4  hey have no shining light, dutiful

   bell or raucous horn; nor do they-

R78 1  possess a beautiful superstructure,
'J..-A but make no mistake about it,
the daybeacon is a lifesaver just like its aids
to navigation cousins, the lighthouse, light
tower and buoy.

According to the United States Coast :'.

Guard, daybeacons are "Aids to navigation
which are permanently fixed to the earth's
surface." The Coast Guard goes on to explain
that unlighted daybeacons "Exhibit a daymark
to make these aids to navigation readily vis-
ible and easily identifiable against background
conditions." In comparison to a lighthouse,

daybeacons are devoid ofall romance and lack                                                                                                                                                                                         + 7

much in the way of public appreciation for Daybeacons, also called daymarks, like Shag Rock near Owls Head Lighthouse are lifesavers
their critical utilitarian purpose. Furthermore,      just as much as their lighthouse'cousins.' Photo courtesy of Ron Foster.

daybeacons are classified as minor aids to navi-

7. gation (ATON), which would seem to indicate

.:. I. .» to those less familiar with ATON that they
might somehow be less valued than other more

li
.

1.0 .

i 4 substantial aids, but as any professional mar-
iner or Sherman will quickly tell you, there-

..='..,<.
1 44

.  »» - -   -    -'
-

is no such thing as a less than relevant aid to

e:'Tre.3 navigation when it comes to safety.
f   ).       4-

4..         .,3.....6  . 1'.t.\ Thus, there is nothing minor at all about...

-                                                                                daybeacons. You might say these unassuming
.- aids simply safeguard mariners from terrible

d-                                                                     i  · seafaring dangers as part of their day job.
.......  ,                                                                                                                     1
trs-                                                                 ·.                                       Nowhere is this truer than along the rocky.

coast ofMaine where unforgiving ledges con-
'....... 924AtI. t cealed just below the waterline at high tide

1,

f l i have wreaked havoc on unsuspecting vessels2  1 1 throughout history.
I.W.R Lewis, civil engineer, noted in the

1 1843 report, Examination of Light-House
Establishment; Letter from the Secretary of the

Treasury, "The shores of Maine are different
from any other portion of the United States,

--     .   /988- in the peculiarity of conformation produced- W  '-   · .  ·   . .   ••       '  .$*.· · - · I.  ' ·.'   ·-       .      .,         ..   .        .  :, .   .     . .  ..... : A-        -
............. .=-.'.,--=  - S

by innumerable indents and deep bays, filled

The 76-foot vessel Waters struck a daybeacon and grounded atop it on a rock in Narrow Strait, with immense groups of rocky islets. "Fogs of
north of Kodiak Island, Alaska in 2004. Embarrassing! USCG Photo. uncommon density are frequent and of long
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and though the vessel was lost, all hands were
saved by escaping the doomed schooner in a
dory and a gasoline launch.

Given the innumerable dangers posed by

11,„-t---- rocky ledges within Maine's navigable waters

,%..       %,1, '  1       '

... of irregular depths and abrupt approaches, it
· 0  _. 1- was unfeasible br the US. Lighthouse Service

It     t:rE" to attempt marking these hazards with lighted

C.* 12- Vt aids and buoys, thus the daybeacon became

a practical and economical solution at many
,.n-,El.  Ai  .-I·-   ./i--r    • ·,il' 5,  . .+> .'- '.4., 5 *J 'ip,-*'*. ,--Ii,-r ;· . locations where there was a need to provide
·t, as_-'.,.•,  '·•.•... ·=-1-I. ·-. ·     .·64=49:--------ir-6- .!;p-*-'OPI 1/"Illilillillib . 53  _ daytime guide to mariners.
:--©·e-:3*rFA......... " A.-.32......z .........  .      .  '...  ..'  .                         .  ..4      -  ·         "      " - "  ·       :.  s    ·      -       - The earliest daybeacons in Maine con-
sT&4                         :34&3# 1-iif*--i--1.':- ..:  ..."t .32.' 5-'  1-'.r -·r     sisted of four-sided pyramids, cones and obe-

-<==r -CZ.
-

lisks, often times referred to as stone beacons

s=2-19*52.te*Effidiwit##429,9-TEtz-.rps*=7-·-*.*..=-p- -- ormonuments innavigationallight lists of the
i 3S2»IC'S"1 273 ;12---%*L-brit--22 ".-2=1-  '.-i·Z,1,"-2,2-uk :*2.77.--  :i 1-2=;·JIG.-  re.·-       time. By the latter part of the 1800s, iron spin-
A boater speeds  by the granite marker on Fiddlers Ledge in Maine's Penobscot Bay. Photo       dies or wooden posts and tripods constructed
courtesy of Ron Foster. of either iron or wood came into vogue and
duration on this coast, often suspending all     he attempted to put his boat in condition to proved much more economical to construct.
navigation for a week or more." Lewis went stand in, but the wind drove her under water, A typical daybeacon in Maine during the
on to note, "The great rise of tides, and con-       and sank,  those onboard having barely time late 1800s consisted of a wrought-iron shaft,
sequently rapidity of currents, also present to escape in the boat. The captain had not     8 to 10 inches in diameter at the base and
difficulties to the seaman; but the greatest      even time, before the boat sunk, to bring from rising some 30 to 40 feet in the air. The dis-
danger arises from the host of sunken ledges the cabin his coat, in the pocket ofwhich was tinguishing top mark that surmounted these
that everywhere abound, in the midst of the      $15 in money." daybeacons varied in shape and size. Some

l i
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-- Ii--   ---. -  --- 1.1. 4. -                                                                      .-132-- -R=-fs/-- .1*2--- 9-  =-_  .--3/   .-,-1---=__-. _--f                                                                                                   -
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i __ --   -'Il---2- Above - Seas break over Drunkards Ledge in Maine's West Penobscot Bay. Author photo.

=--'----   2       Left
- Drunkards Ledge at high tide. USCG photo.--====1-

----t--   - --=" ==---/f/-trali//0 Nearby Drunkard's Ledge was the scene of descriptions for late 1800s top marks include
largest bays, in the narrowest channels, or off- another shipwreck on October 11, 1906. The a spherical cage four feet in diameter, a cask
shore at the distance of some miles." Daily Kennebec lournal captured the scene     on its end, a copper cylinder with a gilt ball

In the days of sail, it was not uncommon      at the time, noting,  "In a heavy northwest      on top, four vanes, vanes at top showing like
for vessels to founder on these sunken ledges. gale tonight, the new four-masted schooner a cylinder, and a wheel on its side mounted
The schooner Rover ofDeer Isle, Maine, under Helen B. Crosby struck on Drunkard Ledge       atop a daybeacon (similar in appearance  to
the charge ofCaptain Joseph Robbins, was lost      at the entrance ofNorth Haven thoroughfare aniron wagon wheeD with pendants dangling
on Maine's Fiddler's  Ledge  at the entrance leading to the mouth of the Penobscot River       down.
to  the Fox Islands Thorofare  in  1892.  The       and will probably be a total loss, as the seas are One daybeacon description thatis really dil-
December 13, 1892 edition of the Bangor Daily breaking over her heavily. " The schooner was ficult to imagine, in terms ofhow the aid would
Whig 8 Courier states, "During a heavy blow under the command ofCaptain CI Wallace, have appeared structurally, can be found in the
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Left - High tide conceals the dangerous rocks around Hosmer Ledge off Maine's Castine
Harbor.
Above - Low tide shows the extent of Hosmer Ledge. Both photos by the author.

1888 Annual Report of the Light-House Board.
According to the report, a daybeacon was    lishing and maintaining daybeacons along    in such a manner as to effectually resist the
established at Lowell Rock near the entrance our waterways today that we often take this various elements to which they may reason-
to Maine's Rockport Harbor that was described commitment to navigational excellence for       ably be expected to be subjected."

as an iron spindle, 12 feet long, surmounted by granted, but ATON was not always main-
a cage 11 feet long, with ball on top. tained in this manner. The U.S. Lighthouse

Today most daybeacons are constructed Board, which assumed control of America's
of iron spindles, pilings or wooden posts sup-       aids to navigation from the Fifth Auditor of
porting a daymark consisting of wooden day- the Treasury in 1852, quickly determined: "not
boards that are triangular or square in shape. unlike similar conditions with our nation's                                                             -4

-1/.4.
These dayboards often display an identifying lighthouses at the time, that the structural     fi-:,y . t. faj,A

number as part ofthe U.S. Aids to Navigation integrity and strategic placement of daybea-      Ij '6 14,       - ,1 "
„

'
IIFT·._ -1        1

System, which is consistent with the Interna-     cons in Maine was deplorable.
_8     l ·  1- ·

tional Association of Marine Aids to Navi-           The 1857 Report of the Finances  (Treasury      il - ''YF-- --1
gation and Lighthouse Authorities (IALA)    Department, Office,Light-house Board) stated,    p     :   :

4     -11 -ft t :Maritime Buoyage System. The U.S. Coast      "The day beacons along the coastand in the      ,   _ 21    --
Guard does such a professional job in estab- navigable waters had, from long neglect (prior      .t.„2 I.......,

to 1852), become nearly useless to the mar- -* .1*1.,•s t-
iner, for want of proper distinction by color, -·-"04

--

,·                      i F '  .      rk.   ...     . r·.'. .  i ..&„c., and many ofthem hadfallen into sucha
' dilapidated state that they were obstructions A spindle daybeacon stands off Pomham Rock

to navigation." The report went on to note, Lighthouse in Rhode Island's Providence River.
Photo courtesy of Jeremy D'Entremont.

"Small iron spindles upon rocks awash, and
slight masonry structures upon sands, over Though the U.S. Lighthouse Service
which strong tides are constantly passing, and, made every attempt to ensure that daybea-

on the eastern coast, accompanied by heavy     cons were better positioned and constructed,
masses offloating ice, serve only to annoy and these structures were still subject to the fury
disappoint the mariner who relies upon them       of the sea, and given their exposed locations,

*89   - , - I as guides,  and are a source of never-ending      it was unavoidable that daybeacons would be
expense to the government in replacing or destroyed from time to time. Over the years

-                                                                                   repairing them. The attempt has been made, the power of the sea has made no distinction
-       so far as the means available would admit, between daybeacons built ofwood, spindle or

--

An old style slatted daymark maintained today      to rebuild those beacons, which have been stone. Some examples of this indiscriminant
by the Coast Guard  as a historic structure. destroyed or required to be repaired, as well as destruction can be found in the pages of his-

Author photo. those which were in danger ofbeing destroyed,       tory when researching Maine daybeacons.
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r7r-Ihe granite daybeacon at Fiddler's The daybeacons Drunkard's Ledge and
.r-i  Ledge, which helps mark the Fiddler's Ledge remain active aids to nav- .\ i1 western entrance to the Fox Islands igation and are maintained by the U.S. 9  . f

Thorofare between the islands of North Coast Guard. They also maintain other
Haven and Vinalhaven, was destroyed in historic stone beacons and monuments in                                              ·
1879 despite its heavy stone construction. and around Penobscot Bay that date back
According to the 1880 Annual Report of the      to the  1800s such as Porterfield Ledge near
Light-House Board, "The old stone beacon Rockport and Hosmer Ledge in Castine

1..upon this ledge was destroyed by the sea Harbor. :1

and ice, in January,  1879. Its reconstruction Daybeacons will never rival lighthouses
with increased dimensions, was commenced     when it comes to garnering the affection and                                                           :late in the fall of that year, and resumed in appreciation of the general public, but these
May of 1880. As the ledge is covered at half- modest aids to navigation have helped safe-

.
, \.

:, 1-
tide and is in a position very much exposed guard mariners at some of the most dangerous
to southerly gales, the work has progressed seafaring locations along our rocky coasts.
somewhat slowly." If the sea could claim Quiet effectiveness is the legacy of the day-
a stone daybeacon like Fiddler's  Ledge, it beacon "the anonymous lifesaver of the sea."
should come as no surprise that the same

.9 ./   .' 14'power could lay waste to the wooden tripod
daybeacon at Shag Rock, which marks a . #qi.1 
half-tide ledge near Owls Head Light Station 1,WRI.1
and the entrance to Rockland Harbor. 1111,1                                                  AEla 0 4,              · ; ·.'. .,The 1896 Annual Repon of the Light-House

1111 11
Board noted, "A wooden tripod, 57 feet high,
the upper half covered with

boards, was car-                        1 1     ried away in January; a temporary tripod, 25
feet high, having the same general appearance
as the former one, was erected in its place in
February." As interesting as the history and
construction styles ofMaine's daybeacons can          ·                      ·          -     .
be, sometimes the names of these dangerous ..=' p                                  .    r  ,     I,» *
ledges can be even more fascinating.

The Story of Maine: Coastal Maine by L.       .                                   · ·  11

Whitney Elkins in 1924 contains a chapter                            9
that describes crossing Penobscot Bay from 1
Rockland, at which point the author mentions R

, 31the dangerous Drunkard's Ledge. According .4
1.:   ' ',\                'to Mr. Elkins, "Suddenly right beside the 3.     "'l
i'.1                                                                                      t'.steamer's course the surf breaks and boils .                        '\

over a jagged ledge all
awash with foam, and                                         151known far and near as The Drunkard; and as .:

M
the foaming water momentarily recedes to the

9                      '«  '                                 L£                          Ilower sea as if swallowed at one gulp, the new-
17

comer cannot restrain the exclamation
'What                                                     ,                                                                           .  " '   1   .                        ,   .   ,     ,  ,--  1 1                 .1 fan old drunkard he is!"' The author goes on

to talk about another nearby daybeacon Fid- t"   .      ,   9-2
dler's Ledge. He notes, "In the next moment                                                                                .-'41

-

The Fiddler comes to view another surging

reef surmounted by a beacon. The people           .  .             1     ,    .                                         ·:                                           ·   v              '-
1 45'. .    •,-L5,$„,1..,;  .-              ......

hereabout, so we have heard it averred, tell
...                                            I          . . . .

..1    1

lit heisdar    rceadutaoinsrt   rvsets calt  -  _ 11·„          '-1 *'4::.    ....       Top-Historic-photos show the Coast  
*'-     9'    S«these rocks and fiddled merrily as his ship         ·   ,  ,104£1 ---·-.1 t.·,•· At.   " , j erecting aniron cage topmark onaold style

daybeacon.pounded against the ledge, and when she at Historic photo showing the Coast Guard estab- Bottom - An assembled cast iron daybeaconlength floated off, immediately she ran upon lishing new pendants on a whee14ype topmark is ready to be towed into position offshore.
The Drunkard and went down." atop an old-style daybeacon. USCG Photo. USCG photos.
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