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Taking to the Air to Learn
More about the Ledge at
Whaleback Lighthouse
By Bob Trapani, Jr., Executive Director,
American Lighthouse Foundation
If there is one universal trait that shines brighter
than any other in the lighthouse preservation field,
it may very well be the can do attitude that is
exhibited by so many of today’s modern day
“keepers.”

Winter 2012
affecting a landing at this location, which is
fraught with rocks and constantly impacted by
powerful surges and some of the fastest currents in
the world that flow in and out of the Piscataqua
River.

the east and west stone breakwaters at the
lighthouse must first be repaired. That work
would constitute Phase I.

Over many decades, powerful storms have taken
their toll on the breakwaters, and in the process,
Given the realities at Whaleback, the Friends of
slowly dismantled them. Today much of the
Portsmouth Harbor Lighthouses have but one
stonework that once comprised these protective
option if this beloved lighthouse is to be saved – to walls has been strewn about the site to the point
establish a safe and durable docking system at the where the original purpose of the breakwaters
site that can serve as a springboard for all things
has been rendered ineffective.
preservation and education thereafter.
Over the past nine months, the Friends of
Portsmouth Harbor Lighthouses (FPHL) have
been leaving no stone unturned in their quest to
identify suitable options for this wave-swept
location.
On February 6, 2012, Whaleback committee
members, including Deane Rykerson, AIA, and
Duncan Mellor, PE of Waterfront Engineers, LLC,
met at the offices of Rykerson Architecture in
Kittery Point to discuss the most efficient manner
to proceed in light of the operational and financial
challenges associated with the project.

Even on a nice day, landing at Whaleback Lighthouse is
a challenging effort (Photo by Ann-Marie Trapani).

Storm seas often pound Whaleback Lighthouse in
furious fashion (Photo by William Marshall).

This indomitable spirit is absolutely essential if
dedicated preservationists are to rise above a sea of
challenges that can besiege them during a
lighthouse restoration undertaking. Nowhere is this
more evident than at offshore lights, especially
those towers presiding over wave-swept ledges.
Maine’s Whaleback Lighthouse, situated at the
entrance to the Piscataqua River between Kittery,
Maine, and New Castle, New Hampshire, is one
such place. The rugged 1872 sentinel is owned by
the American Lighthouse Foundation and is under
the care of the organization’s local chapter, Friends
of Portsmouth Harbor Lighthouses.

(L to R) Deane Rykerson, AIA, Jeremy D'Entremont,
FPHL Operations Manager, Duncan Mellor, PE, of
Waterfront Engineers, LLC and Bob Trapani, Jr., ALF
executive director discuss Whaleback Lighthouse at the
offices of Rykerson Architecture on Feb. 6, 2012 (Photo
by Ann-Marie Trapani).

When it comes to offshore projects, getting there
by boat and coping with the vagaries of the sea at
the same time is a challenge. When you get there,
the act of disembarking volunteers and equipment
raises a whole new set of difficulties.

Armed with a wealth of expertise, a Historic
Structures Report, drawings, photographs, and
valuable information gleaned from site visits, the
committee came to the conclusion that a twophase project was the best approach for
establishing a boat landing and a series of
walkways and ramps at the lighthouse.

This is certainly the case at Whaleback Lighthouse.
Rarely is there a day when the seas are calm
The consensus also agreed that before the access
enough to erase the difficulties associated with
system (Phase II of the project) could be enacted,

In order to repair the rock armor at Whaleback, a
marine company with a barge and crane—and
ample experience with exposed locations—will
be required. But before this can occur, it is
necessary to identify the scope of work that will
be involved with the resetting of the stonework
for the two breakwaters back to their original
positions.
The Whaleback committee determined the extent
of Phase I as best it could, based on historic
drawings and photographic documentation
obtained of the breakwaters from atop the light
tower and at sea level. But the group desired one
more vantage point before finalizing plans –
from the air.
With time to complete the work and funding
plans for the rock armor project at Whaleback
quickly evaporating this winter, it was the “can
do” attitude of the Friends of Portsmouth Harbor
Lighthouses that came shining through once
again.

“There is something about a lighted beacon which suggests hope and trust and appeals to the better instincts of all mankind.” – Edward Rowe Snow
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Taking to the Air - continued from page 1
On February 19, 2012, Ross Tracy, FPHL
chairman, Jeremy D’Entremont, FPHL operations
manager, and Deane Rykerson, AIA, took to the air
with a local helicopter pilot to obtain vital aerial
photographs of the site during the final stages of
the day’s ebb tide.

H A R B O R

B E A C O N

-

Mellor of Waterfront Engineers, LLC, noted, “It is
really interesting to see the shoal sediment
deposits. This seems to show the predominant
wave direction coming from the South-southwest
due to the sand, gravel and cobble having been
deposited to the north-northeast of the lighthouse.”

“We timed a helicopter flight over Whaleback at
dead low tide, and at one of the lowest tides of the
month,” said Deane Rykerson, AIA, of Rykerson
Architecture. “This allowed us to obtain overhead
photos of the site with all of the obstructions and
details of the rocks revealed, as well as the buildup
of sediment at the site.”

The landing situation at Whaleback Lighthouse will be
greatly improved once the rock armor project is
completed and a docking system is established at the site.
Photo by Jeremy D'Entremont.

Jeremy D'Entremont, Ross Tracy, and Deane Rykerson
took to the air with helicopter pilot Randy Clark to obtain
additional documentation for the rock armor project.
Photo by William Marshall.

Rykerson went on to say, “With our scaled
drawings of the light tower and the one-time fog
signal tower, we will be able to scale a photo and
bring it into a computer-aided design (CAD)
program and have an accurate site plan. This will
allow us to eventually design the dock and
walkways with real dimensions without having to
employ a land surveyor.”

The documentation obtained during the helicopter
flight will also be included in a proposal to be
submitted to the Maine Historic Preservation
Commission by the American Lighthouse
Foundation. Before such work can begin, it is
necessary to enter into a consultation review
process with the State Historic Preservation Office
to ensure the project adheres to the standards of
preservation.
Once the American Lighthouse Foundation obtains
the approval of the Maine Historic Preservation
Commission, work at the site is expected to begin
not long thereafter. But of course, like all things at
Whaleback Light, weather and seas will have a lot
to say about things before all is said and done!

S P R I N G
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Historical Perspective: Shipwrecks
at Whaleback Ledge Before the
Lighthouse
Portsmouth, on the Piscataqua River, was
established as an important port for shipbuilding
and trade before the American Revolution, and
the first federal shipyard in the United States was
established on the Kittery side of the Piscataqua
River in 1800. Wrecks occurred around the
mouth of the river with sickening regularity.
One of the earliest known shipwrecks at
Whaleback Ledge occurred in February 1733,
when a schooner ran onto the rocks and suffered
damage that eventually sank the vessel. Two of
the five men on board drowned; the Boston
Newsletter reported that the other three, “tho’
much chilled with the Cold,” were likely to
survive.
In April 1821, the schooner President, heading to
Thomaston, Maine, from Boston, struck the
ledge. The vessel and its cargo were a complete
loss. As the crew and passengers struggled in the
waves, several boats full of soldiers arrived from
Fort Constitution in New Castle, New
Hampshire.
Most of the would-be rescuers opted not to get
too close to the ledges in the heavy seas.
According to a newspaper account, Corporal
George McAuley asked his crew, “Shall we save
them or perish in the attempt?” The response was
unanimously “Yes,” and seven people from the
wrecked vessel were soon rescued from certain
death.

Stay tuned for exciting updates on this project in
spring/summer 2012.

The most recent storm that passed over the Maine coast
at the start of March demonstrated why it is so important
that thorough planning yields a durable docking system
at Whaleback Lighthouse. Photo by William Marshall.

The first Whaleback (called "Whales Back" in early
records) Lighthouse was built by order of President
Andrew Jackson in 1829-30. The lighthouse went into
service on September 16, 1830. The present tower was
built in 1872.

A high tide view of the east breakwater, which storms
have rendered practically useless. Photo by Bob Trapani,
Jr.

After viewing the aerial photographs obtained
during the February 19 helicopter flight, Duncan
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2012 Open Houses at Portsmouth Harbor
Lighthouse will be on Sundays, 1 to 5 p.m.,
from Memorial Day weekend to Columbus Day
weekend. For details and information on more
events, visit
www.portsmouthharborlighthouse.org
2011-2012 Board of Directors
Ross Tracy, Chairman
Joanne Yeaton, Vice Chairman
Sharon Mills, Secretary
William Marshall, Treasurer
Janice Desmarais, Director-at-large
Pat Heffernan, Director-at-large
Robert Kearns, Director-at-large
Sam Knowles, Director-at-large
Ron Kolek, Director-at-large
Staff

Whaleback Lighthouse as seen from the air in February 2012. Photo by Jeremy D’Entremont.

Jeremy D'Entremont, Operations Manager

will feature nautical themed prints, collectibles and
more.
An important part of the evening will be the
presentation of the ALF Len Hadley Volunteerism
Awards, the Keeper of the Light Award and other
annual awards presentations.

Please join us for the American
Lighthouse Foundation’s 2012
Annual Lighthouse Gala!
This year’s event will begin at 6 p.m. on April
28 at the Four Points by Sheraton in Eastham
on beautiful Cape Cod, Massachusetts.

Featured will be a lively performance by Neptune’s
Car (above), whose song “Lighthouse Keeper”
soared to the top of the folk music charts. The
buffet dinner will include Cape Cod cranberry
stuffed chicken breast, baked scrod, sliced top
round, vegetables, salad, rolls, dessert, coffee, and
tea, with a cash bar. A silent auction and raffles
Winter 2012

“Old World Accordion” – Gary
Sredzienski in the Portsmouth Harbor
Lighthouse
Gary Sredzienski, whose first claim to fame is his
career as a world-renowned accordionist and
composer, is also an avid swimmer who takes to
the waterways around his Kittery, Maine, home all
year round. “Nothing compares to swimming to
As a special bonus this year, there will be attendee- these beautiful iconic structures,” says Gary. While
doing publicity for a four-mile swim to raise funds
only climbing tours of several nearby lighthouses
for lighthouse preservation in February 2011, Gary
on the afternoon of the event: Highland Light
discovered another reason to love lighthouses.
(above), Nauset Light, and the Three Sisters.
“There is also nothing like the sound of an acoustic
accordion inside a lighthouse,” he says.
The Four Points by Sheraton is offering a special
rate of $125 per night for attendees of the Gala.
Call 508-255-5000 or 800-368-7764 to make your This past September, Gary and recording engineer
reservation by March 28. Enjoy spring on the Cape Jim Tierney spent many hours inside Portsmouth
Harbor Lighthouse recording songs from Gary’s
– make it a weekend!
vast repertoire. The result is a wonderful new 27track album full of traditional tunes and some Gary
More details are available at
originals, including the new “Keepers of the
www.lighthousefoundation.org. You can buy
Lights.” Jon Ross added guitar and mandolin on
tickets ($45 per person) online, or by calling the
some of the tracks. “I like to think that this is music
American Lighthouse Foundation office at 207that lighthouse keepers and their families would
594-4174.
have enjoyed,” says Gary. You can order the album
now ($17) on our website at
www.portsmouthharborlighthouse.org.
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Membership in Friends of Portsmouth Harbor Lighthouses
We’d love to have you as a member. Members receive discounts on FPHL merchandise at events, and receive our newsletter and emails with
up-to-the-minute news and announcements. Memberships at the $100 level and higher also include a $25 “assistant keeper” membership in the
American Lighthouse Foundation. Also, please let us know if you’re interested in volunteering at open houses or other events. To join, please
fill out the form below and mail with a check or money order (payable to FPHL) and mail to Friends of Portsmouth Harbor Lighthouses PO Box
8232, Portsmouth, NH 03802-8232. You can also join through our website at www.portsmouthharborlighthouse.org.
Annual dues (dues in all categories and other donations are tax-deductible):
Commissioner: $500 ___ Inspector: $250 ___ Keeper: $100 ___ Assistant Keeper: $50 ___
Family Membership: $25 ___ Individual Membership: $15 ___ Child Membership (12 or under): $5 ___
Name ______________________________________________________
Address _____________________________________________________ City/State: _______________________
Zip code: ___________________ Phone: _____________________ Email address: _________________________
You may also pay with a Visa or MasterCard. Please fill in your name and contact information above along with the credit card information below.
Card number _____________________________________ Exp. date _________________________________ Three-digit security code _________

Friends of Portsmouth Harbor Lighthouses
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PO Box 8232
Portsmouth, NH 03802-8232

Address label

