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Dedication 

My aunt, a history buff, encouraged me to visit all 

things military in North Carolina. From Fort Fisher in 

the south to Fort Raleigh in the north, I followed her 

lead, and her encouragement turned my travels into ink 

and bindings. 

Thank you, Aunt Malania, for your encouragement and 

the many ideas you sent my way. 
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Introduction 

 

The first time the term Outer Banks can be found is 

May 29, 1939, in a newspaper headline.1 I’ve used it to 

weave my stories together, even when the timeframe 

doesn’t fit. 

All my stories are based in fact and reference real 

people, places, and events. What I couldn’t uncover 

through research, I filled in from my imagination. When 

I felt it was important, I noted what was mine at the end 

of each story. 

This is a work of fiction, so please enjoy my tales, 

even when I wander into my imagination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Kozak, Catherine (April 27, 2009). “What’s in a name? Outer Banks, North 

Carolina.” The Virginian-Pilot. 2019. www.pilotonline.com/news/local/ 

history/article_cedd743f-5217-51d3-9129-9f164e0ed31f.html. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

No. 1 

 

1699-1760 

Thomas Percy 
 

Thomas Percy felt winter’s fingers through the stone 

at his back. The sun shone outside, not that he could see 

it, but it was there nonetheless, telling the rest of 

Williamsburg that the long cold was over, and those that 

had survived might live to see another summer solstice. 

Thomas wouldn’t.  

What he had done still haunted him, buried in the 

snow within walls of trees, with a fire that refused to 

burn, and only oiled cloth to fight back the slashing 

scream of winter’s anger. At the time, he’d been crazed 

with hunger, and it wouldn’t have mattered who was in 

the cabin with him. 

Thomas closed his eyes to fight back the tears, and 

he wrapped shrunken arms around his dissected rib cage 

as he shook with sobs that would tear him apart if they 

could. 

Elizabeth! Oh, my holy God, Elizabeth! I will never 

see her again, never hold her again. Why, in the name of 

my father, my mother, and my whole life, did we come 

to this God-forsaken land where the unending brutality 

of snow and ice and winter winds tears away the most 

precious thing we possess and casts it away, forever 
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gone. 

“Elizabeth,” Thomas moaned. “I would that you 

were at my side, as our marriage vows promised, to 

have and to hold, to cherish forever.” 

Clanking of metal against metal jarred Thomas out 

of his misery, and he turned burning eyes to the slit 

allowing light through the heavy, scarred and battered 

door. The iron bands holding the greasy, discolored 

wood together mocked him. 

Trapped, Thomas. Trapped forever. 

Not forever, he knew, for the warm sun would soon 

be his, if just for a few short minutes. He would have 

that, a taste of spring, before his time would come. 

Winter’s chill fingers would be left behind in the stone 

and dirt and wood and metal strapping that held his 

body as tightly as his memories held his soul. 

“Thomas, friend, it is I, Judge Binghamton.” 

The words entered the slit in the door, and Thomas 

turned his head. He couldn’t, he simply couldn’t face 

the man who had been his benefactor, funding his 

passage, and setting up his blacksmith shop out of his 

own coin. 

Elizabeth’s benefactor, also, God rest her sweet 

soul. His was the tortured one, the soul that would burn 

for what he’d done. Sweet Lizzie had been goodness 

and light, even when the food had run low, and the cold 

had squeezed their hearts like a fist of ice. 

The iron key in the weathered locking mechanism 

squealed in protest, and with the thump of a musket 
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butt, the behemoth began to swing inward. 

Thomas felt his face go cold. Dear God, he pleaded, 

why couldn’t someone else have come to do the deed? 

Why must I face the one man who still claims to see 

good in me? 

“Thomas, please stand for your old friend. Were it 

not for the demands of the people, I would be lenient, 

but the law must be upheld. Even so, I think of you as 

my son, and I would that your dignity be preserved, as 

much as it might be, before God and man.” 

“You must hate me, must wish for me what will 

happen.” The words scarred Thomas’ throat, and as a rat 

scrambled through a fetid pile of rotting refuse, Thomas 

tore his tear-blurred gaze from the filth and looked into 

the judge’s kind face.  

“I hate no one, least of all you. Make this easy on 

yourself, Thomas, and on me, too. For Elizabeth, and 

most of all—” he began to whisper “—for the child, my 

God, for the child, let honor rule this day.” 

“What honor? I have none.”  

“History will record what you’ve done, but I do 

think history will be kinder than those who have 

gathered to view today’s spectacle. Stand tall, friend 

Thomas, even with what you’ve done, and someday, 

those who come after, in a generation or two, may find 

the understanding to forgive, as I’m sure God in Heaven 

understands what drove you to do such a deed.” Judge 

Binghamton motioned to the fusilier at his side. 

“Forward, Jameson.” 
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“Yes, sir,” the man said, setting his long-muzzled 

musket butt first on the ground and leaning the barrel 

against the darkened stone wall. Another fusilier 

stepped forward with a light, and the blackened smoke 

from the oiled grass fag washed against the ceiling, 

exiting through a small hole in the peak of the chamber, 

and exciting a greasy, sweat-infused odor of unwashed 

and unkept flesh from the sour stones. 

It only took moments before Thomas found himself 

on his feet—not of his volition, as he tried to fight off 

the fusilier’s advances—but he was weak from his time 

in the cell, and the oil of life had drained from him 

months before. He had no inner strength to fight that 

which would soon happen anyway. The man—

Jameson—wrapped a coarse black robe around Thomas’ 

shoulders, and he tied it with a black belt from the same 

material. The judge stepped forward and pulled a hood 

up and over Thomas’ head, and as the black material 

swathed his cheeks, he felt his dread ease. 

The four men walked from the cell, the judge at 

Thomas’ side, and the two fusiliers coming behind. In 

the distance, the hubbub of the townspeople’s animated 

conversation was bright and harsh to Thomas’ ears. 

They stepped into the sunlit afternoon, and the air grew 

silent. Thomas peered through the cloth surrounding his 

face, and he saw it for the first time, the three heavy 

posts with the pyramid-shaped center, and the iron cage 

with the rope noose already inside. He let himself be led 

up the movable steps, and when the noose was placed 
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around his head, he let the judge draw the hood tight to 

seal his face from the crowd before turning and 

speaking in a loud voice. 

“Today, Thomas Percy, for the crime of canni-

balism against your wife and unborn daughter, I hereby 

sentence you . . .” 
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About Thomas Percy . . . 

 

It’s well known that cannibalism was practiced 

during desperate times in the early Colonial settle-

ments. One report written by the interim president of the 

Jamestown colony, Sir George Percy, tells of a man 

accused of killing, salting, and eating his pregnant wife, 

just like Thomas Percy (a man created in my 

imagination) in this story.1 The punishment was 

certainly death. 

Evidence has been found by archaeologists just 

north of Colonial Williamsburg of a tri-posted gallows 

similar to those used at London’s famed Tyburn Tree. 

The gallows may have included a metal cage built from 

flattened strips of iron, with a noose attached from the 

top.2 The guilty party would have been hanged inside 

until dead in a public display of penance for his or her 

crimes. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
1. Nicholls, Mark (Winter 2007). “Things which seame incredible.” Colonial 

Williamsburg. 2019. www.history.org/foundation/journal/winter07/ jamestown.cfm. 

2. Exhibit. Graveyard of the Atlantic Museum, Hatteras, NC. 2019. 
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No. 2 

 

1785 

Early Native Americans 
 

Songbird Snow Walker brushed her heavy, dark hair 

from her face, and she tucked it in her beaded leather 

jerkin against the biting fall breeze. Her arms were bare, 

and the prickles of chill bumps danced across her skin. 

Each time she leaned forward, dipping her paddle in 

the gray waters of the bay, her dugout canoe surged 

forward, yet her progress remained encumbered. The 

pain in her shoulders told of the raft at her back. 

The cold season was coming, and she carried three 

deer and much smaller game from the men’s hunting 

camp to their village’s winter cache. It was a long 

journey across the water from distant Hatteras to the 

shores of Roanoke, but the islands were the life-blood of 

her people.  

“Mother Water, ensure my safe journey,” Songbird 

whispered in a moment of pause. “May your surface be 

smooth as a river stone and the winds that pass over you 

always at my back.” Then she dug her paddle into the 

gray water once more, naming each stroke of her weary 

arms as the water was pushed behind her one canoe-

length at a time. 

“Pejig.” One. 
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“Nij.” Two. 

“Niswi.” Three. 

“New.” Four. 

Then Songbird shifted her position and her naming 

of her strokes. 

“Kizis.” Sun. 

“Tibik-kizis.” Moon. 

“Nibi.” Water. She repeated the word that was all 

around her with her next stroke. 

“Nibi.” 

And so her journey continued, with the endless 

strokes, the water pushing away from her canoe in 

swirling eddies, pushing, returning, pushing, returning, 

her arms burning, then plunging her paddle into the 

depths of the water once more. 

“Wàbà.” White. 

“Ozàwà.” Yellow. 

“Miskwà.” Red. 

“Makadewà.” Black. 

Eventually, the sun fell low in the sky, its rays 

caressing the left side of her face, and causing her to 

blink one eye as it blurred with tears. Above her, the sky 

colored as the wispy clouds glowed with the brilliance 

of a painted sky. It might rain later, but it might not. The 

stars would either be there, or they wouldn’t. Either 

way, Songbird had no choice but to look ahead and 

plunge her paddle once more into the waves. 

Songbird shifted her canoe and its food-laden barge 

closer to the shore. In quick glances, between paddle 
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strokes, she envied the trees growing right up to the 

water, with no way to land if she wished. She had 

crossed the channel to the sea, and she could walk the 

rest of the distance to the village cache, but she could 

not carry the life behind her. She would be forced to 

leave her canoe and the raft with its life-giving game 

behind, and her people would suffer when the winter 

snows gripped the islands in the coming months. 

Still. To imagine the firmness of soil under her feet. 

To use her legs, which was easy, rather than her arms, 

which was hard, to move forward toward her goal. 

Songbird counted once again, refusing to look at the 

limbs hanging low over the bay and the rising and 

falling of the water as it swirled around the roots at their 

base. She listened for the call of birds that would tell her 

she was getting close to her home, but the murmur of 

the waves as they sloshed against the shore was her only 

companion. 

“Mìdjin.” Eat. 

“Wàbi.” See. 

“Nòndam.” Here. 

“Nigamo.” Sing. 

On the fifth stroke of her paddle, as the water-

darkened blade dipped into the water, barely ruffling the 

surface, Songbird chanted, “Màdjà,” which meant to 

leave. She laughed and called out, “Nagadàn,” with her 

next stroke, which meant the same, only in a slightly 

different way. 

Then Songbird began to sing. 
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“The sea is our mother, 

“She provides for us fish. 

“Hey yah, ho yah, hey yah yah. 

“The island is our father, 

“And we walk his sacred ground. 

“Hey yah, ho yah, hey yah yah. 

“The sea and the island take care of us, 

“When we take care of them.” 

Songbird enjoyed the words of the song so much she 

sang it in many ways as her arms pulled her oars 

through the waves, at times splashing over the bow of 

her canoe, and at other times glassy smooth. Once, she 

sang the words one at a time, one word per stroke of her 

wooden paddle, slow and mournful, and another 

pushing a whole line of words into the time between the 

strokes of her arms, very nearly stumbling over the 

longer phrases, until she laughed at her silliness, glad no 

one was near to overhear. 

As she passed under low-hanging branches, her 

voice sounded differently, once calling back to her, 

repeating her song to her in a poignant echo, her voice 

caught by an unseen hollow and following her as she 

moved along the shore. 

Songbird continued her song. 

“The sea is our mother, 

“She provides fish for us.” 

Songbird’s words grew soft. A glowing fire on a spit 

of sand in the distance broke the growing darkness, and 

Songbird felt her spirits lift. Home. She had made it past 
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the rough waters of the channel, along the shores of 

trees, and trees, and trees, and over the many miles of 

Mother Water. Soon she would be embraced by her 

mother and sisters, and they would exclaim over the 

game on her raft. The boys of the village with their sun-

browned and bare limbs would jump and cheer as they 

carried the harvested flesh to the winter cache, where 

even now the sand inside was cool and welcoming. 

Tomorrow, Songbird would again board her canoe 

to return to the distant hunting grounds, pulling the 

empty barge behind her, but tonight was for celebration. 

A bird called from the trees with a series of sharp, 

bright sounds.  

“Friend Kestrel, I am home. I thank you for your 

welcome.” Songbird smiled. 

Then she sang out the birdsong she had been given, 

returning it with five bright chirps, then four, then five. 

A rustle of wings was her answer as the broad-winged, 

brown-and-white bird dropped from the tree, swooped 

low over the water and disappeared out to sea. 

– 11 – 



 

 

 

 

 

 

About Early Native Americans . . . 

 

The Outer Banks of North Carolina have been 

inhabited by Native Americans for centuries, including 

the Algonquins, Chowanog, and Poteskeet, setting up 

homes all along the barrier islands from Corolla to 

Hatteras1 long before European settlers came to make 

their mark upon the land. Of necessity, the Native 

cultures moved up and down the rivers, bays, sounds, 

and inlets, probably in dugout canoes, towing food-

stuffs and other supplies on flat rafts.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. “First Settlers.” Outer Banks Visitor’s Guide. 2019. outerbanks.com/first-

settlers.html. 

2. Smith, Pam (2000). “A Ferry Tale for All Seasons.” Coastwatch. 2019. 

ncseagrant.ncsu.edu/coastwatch/previous-issues/2000-2/high-season-2000/a-ferry-

tale-for-all-seasons/.  

– 12 – 



 

 

 

 

 

 

No. 3 

 

1798-1818 

Shell Castle Rock Lighthouse 
 

The oyster beds crunched under Jonathan Whit-

taker’s feet. The wind blistered the small island, 

whipping spray around the tavern just behind him. At 

less than a half-mile long, the sodden land barely forced 

its rounded shoulders above the Pamlico Sound, and the 

main warehouse, over three hundred feet long, took up 

most of the spit’s sixty-foot width. 

It was a vile place during a storm, and it seemed a 

brutal one was here. 

Cold rain hit Jonathan’s cheeks, and he pulled the 

collar of his oilskin tighter. Ducking his head, he 

stepped past the lumber yard with its open shelving, 

roofed, yet soon to be roofless, if things got much 

worse. He passed the tiny store—with a light burning 

inside, visible through the four glass panes in the 

weathered wooden door—and to the notary’s office at 

the end of the wharves. He raised a hand and clapped 

the knocker three times on the wet and shiny slab of a 

door and opened it without waiting for a reply. A 

heavyset man in a long coat and black gloves, Mortimer 

Jackson, the company Notary, worked at a desk with a 

candle to his side. He laid down a quill and capped a 
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container of ink. 

“Jonathan. I’ve expected you. Here.” 

The man motioned to his side. An earthenware jug, 

stained and dark, with a metal band wrapped around the 

neck and two thick rope handles for carrying, was 

beside the desk. A fat cork was tamped into the neck. 

“For the lighthouse.” Jonathan nodded his head and 

stamped his feet to shed water, and he realized he was 

dripping on the floor. “My apologies for the mess, 

Mortimer. Twill dry soon’s the storm passes by. For 

now, seems we’ll be getting nothing but wetter.” 

“True, true. Best you get this whale oil out to the 

keeper before the sky gets too treacherous. Another ship 

comes aground, and Mr. Blount will have a fit.” 

“That’s for certain. Him and Wallace, too.” Jonathan 

chuckled. Blount and Wallace had gotten rich off Old 

Rock. Being built of sturdy oyster shells instead of 

contrary sand, it had proved a good location for their 

business enterprise. Yet, the tides and the winds 

conspired to keep the log lighthouse inoperative when it 

was needed most. 

That was Jonathan’s job, to ensure the lighthouse 

was supplied with whale oil to keep the fires burning 

until the gale blew itself out. 

“Watch your step heading out the door,” Mortimer 

called, picking up his quill pen and flipping open the lid 

on his inkwell. “Keep the ships in the Wallace Channel 

where it’s deep, and we’ll keep both our employers 

happy. Good day, Jonathan.” 
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The Notary was already back at work as Jonathan 

lifted the jug over his shoulder, holding it steady with 

one hand as he leaned forward to take the weight with 

his back. 

Stepping from the low wooden porch, Jonathan’s 

feet slipped then settled against the wet shells under-

neath. The rain was harder, but it wasn’t blinding, not 

yet. He looked toward the lighthouse, dark against the 

heavy skyline. The shingled surface, rising over sixty 

feet above the island’s back, glimmered with the rain. 

The rock foundation at its base struggled to stay afloat 

of the rising tide. At the top, the oil lamp still burned. 

He could just make out the four wicks aflame, the light 

shifting as each new gust of wind tried to put it out. 

“Hoping they got plenty of new wicks,” he mum-

bled, though he was certain they did. He’d carried up a 

duffle full of wide, woven rope wicks only last week. 

They couldn’t have gone through them this quickly. He 

kept his head low as he stamped his feet for better 

footing in the crackling shells, and water swirled in the 

voids, leaving boot-shaped puddles with each lunging 

step forward. The wind picked up, lashing stinging rain 

against him. A wave crashed to his side, and the white 

froth swirled where he walked. 

“High tide about here, Jonathan!”  

He raised his head to see Jonas Wharton, the keeper, 

with a lantern raised high, wearing an oilskin cap and 

coat, his ankles protected by tall black boots, with water 

swirling around his feet. 
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“Coming up quick, too, Mr. Wharton.” Jonathan 

turned slightly and pointed behind him with his free 

arm. “Was dry at the wharf, and leaving puddles just a 

ways back. Now I’m about to be awash.” 

Sure enough, as he approached the door to the 

lighthouse, he placed a foot, and water topped the worn 

leather of his shoe. Distant thunder rumbled, and a line 

of white lightning snaked across the sky. Jonathan 

followed the keeper through the door and leaned 

forward to allow the man to help unload the heavy jug 

of oil from his shoulder. 

“You see the lightning just then, Mr. Wharton?” 

Jonathan straightened, glancing around the dim interior. 

The keeper’s lantern lighted what was nearby, but much 

of the space was deep in shadow. 

“Seen it. Don’t like it. This oil fresh?” Wharton 

thumped the clay jug as if he could tell by the sound. 

“Don’t know,” Jonathan said with a smile, glad to 

be out from under its weight. He’d be back to the tavern 

before two snaps of a lobster’s claw, and he had nothing 

to slow him down. “What’s it you don’t like ’bout the 

lightning?” 

“Burn this place down, someday. You never notice 

what this lighthouse is made of? Logs, my boy. Old, dry 

logs. Make a mighty fine light to ward off ships if it 

ever comes to it, that it will.” Wharton let out a sharp 

bark of a laugh, but it turned to a coarse cough before he 

was finished. 

“You stay dry, Mr. Wharton. Don’t let nothing 
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happen to that fire. Mortimer, er, Mr. Jackson says we’ll 

be in big trouble if another ship runs aground.” 

“Yah, he’s right at that. You stay sober, Mr. 

Whittaker. I might need more oil before the night’s 

through.” 

“And wicks,” Jonathan quipped. 

“Yah, wicks, too, if this storm sticks around for a 

night or two. Off, now, man.” 

Jonathan jerked his head in agreement, and in 

moments he was ankle deep in the rising surf, heading  

back down the island to higher ground.  
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About Shell Castle Rock Lighthouse . . . 

 

Shell Castle Island in the Pamlico Sound was 

originally called Old Rock but renamed to Shell Castle 

Island when John Gray Blount and John Wallace 

purchased it in 1789 for a trading post.1 The wooden 

lighthouse, pyramid-shaped and covered with shingles, 

had a stone foundation and stood 64 feet high.2 The old 

wooden lighthouse, well into decline and struck by 

lightning in 1818, burned to the ground during a storm, 

and with the location defenseless against the storms, 

tides, and prevailing winds,3 as well as the navigable 

channels already shifted to another part of the bay, it 

was never rebuilt. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
1. Tabb, Kip (December 11, 2017). “Our Coast’s History: Shell Castle Island.” 

Coastal Review Online. 2019. www.coastalreview.org/2017/12/coasts-history-shell-

castle-island/. 

2. “Shell Castle Island Light.” Lighthouse Digest Magazine. 2019. http://www.light 

housedigest.com/digest/database/uniquelighthouse.cfm?value=3240. 

3. “A Light for Ocracoke Inlet.” Bronze Commemorative Plaque at Ocracoke 

Lighthouse. United States Coast Guard. 2019.  
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No. 4 

 

1825 

Ocracoke Lighthouse 
 

Petite Mary Tayloe propped her raven-haired doll, 

Bethany Ann, on the open windowsill and carefully 

adjusted its flowered dress around its cloth legs. A 

gentle breeze wafted in, lifting the fabric of the doll’s 

dress, and carrying with it the salty aroma of the sand 

and tidal flats not far away. Bethany Ann’s porcelain 

face, with its lavender eyes and heavily rouged cheeks, 

seemed to be continually happy, as if all was always 

right with the world. 

“You should have real hair,” Mary whispered in her 

high-pitched voice, as she stroked the porcelain curls. 

“Maybe I’ll tie a hat on you, and then you’ll look real, 

indeed.” 

Just outside the window, not very distant, amid the 

sounds of birds and water on the shore and rustling sea 

oats, stood the tall, white limestone lighthouse Mary’s 

father, Joshua Tayloe, the Customs Collector and Light-

house Superintendent for Ocracoke Island, kept opera-

tional. At the top, more than sixty-five feet in the air, 

she could just see someone behind the “birdcage” that 

stood out in black contrast to the stark white tower. 

Only yesterday her father had invited Mary to climb 
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with him to the very top. The wooden steps inside had 

creaked and frightened her, but her father had taken her 

by the hand, assuring her this lighthouse, unlike the old 

one, would stand for a very long time. She could trust 

him, because he wouldn’t let her come to any harm. 

From the top, she had looked out to the ocean, and 

the other way, she could just see the mainland beyond 

the Pamlico Sound. She’d pointed it out to her father, 

and he’d knelt, put his arm around her waist, and 

whispered in her ear, “Be glad today is exceptionally 

clear, my dear. Yesterday, I could barely see the ground 

below us, and most days, it feels like there’s no land 

nearby except the island.” 

He showed her the fifteen lamps, making her repeat 

the number fifteen, and the reflectors, telling her there 

were fifteen of those, also, and the glass magnifying 

lenses for each one. She was very impressed, but she 

felt sorry for him when he showed her how he had to 

polish each one. The windows of the birdcage, also, 

he’d pointed out, carefully wiping her handprint when 

she’d felt of one to see if the glass was cold. 

“Bethany Ann, would you like to polish magnifying 

lenses?” She lifted the doll’s cloth arm and placed its 

porcelain hand over its porcelain mouth, exclaiming in a 

high-pitched whisper, “Who, me? How would I get up 

there? It’s so very far.” Mary giggled and tapped the 

doll on her ceramic nose and admonished her, “That’s 

not a good attitude. If I can walk to the top of the 

lighthouse, so can you. You would make a good lens 
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polisher.” 

“Mary, about ready?” 

Mary looked through the screenless opening toward 

the lighthouse to see her father just outside the heavy 

door, calling to her. One arm was raised in the air, and 

the other held a wooden pail darkened with water 

around the top. She’d missed him walking down the 

steps inside. She could often catch glimpses of him as 

he passed the two small windows with their mullioned 

panes of glass. She leaned through the open window and 

waved. 

“Here, Papa! I’ve been asking Bethany if she will 

help you polish the lenses. I remember what you taught 

me yesterday. Fifteen, right? And lamps and reflectors, 

too, fifteen each.” 

“You are a smart one, Daughter. And if Bethany 

will be so kind as to carry a cloth and a bucket with her 

as she ascends to the top, that would be a big help, too. 

Do you think she will do that if you ask?” 

“I’m sure of it, Papa.” Mary laughed and pulled 

back into the room, one of two in the small Keeper’s 

House. Each room had a fireplace for the bitter winter’s 

nights, but it was hardly suitable for a family, as her 

mother, Sally Ann Tayloe, told her repeatedly. Espe-

cially with the kitchen being outside on the porch. Mary 

had only been allowed this one night with her father at 

the lighthouse before returning to her much larger and 

better equipped home in the village. 

Foot-stamping on the kitchen porch, with its two 
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windows, chimney with iron crane, and plastered brick 

walls, told Mary her father would soon walk through the 

door. She seated herself primly in the one parlor chair, 

her small bag at her side, and she held Bethany Ann in 

the crook of her arm. She felt very grown up, like the 

lady of the house. 

“Ah, there’s my girl. What a treat you are, Mary. I 

think I should have you come for a visit more often.” 

Joshua walked across the room, knelt on one knee, and 

took Mary’s hand. “Will you accompany me to the 

carriage, Miss Tayloe?” 

It was more of an open cart than a carriage, and the 

steed was no more than a donkey, but in the twenty-

minute ride down the sandy lane, along Cockle Creek, 

and to the rented house she and her mother called home, 

Mary felt she reigned over Ocracoke Island, a queen in 

her father’s eyes (and her own) if not in name. Seabirds 

called to one another and darted among the wharves, the 

failing sun painted the feathery clouds with pastel hues, 

and everywhere, everywhere was the salty tang of the 

ocean. 

“Mama,” Mary called excitedly when her mother’s 

house, with its brightly painted walls, tall windows, and 

cheerful porch came into view. Her mother opened the 

door and stepped outside, causing Mary to forget about 

being queen. In her excitement, she remembered the 

barrel of sugar that had come in with yesterday’s 

supplies and the cookies her mother had promised she’d 

help her make. Already, the smoke from the chimney 

– 22 – 



 

 

 

 

 

hovered around the house, ready to be blown away 

when the sea breezes swept across the island.  

“My husband,” Sally Ann Tayloe called, waving to 

Joshua with a kitchen cloth in her hands. Her hair was 

tied in a knot at her neck, and her stained apron draped 

nearly to the wooden porch floor.  

“My wife.” Joshua helped his daughter from the cart 

and kissed his wife on the cheek before stepping back 

aboard the cart with one strong motion. With a “Yee-

ah!” the donkey jerked forward, and with a wave to his 

family, the Superintendent headed back to tend to 

Ocracoke Lighthouse once more.  
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About Ocracoke Lighthouse . . . 

 

The 1823 Ocracoke Lighthouse with its original 

“birdcage top” replaced the earlier Shell Island Light-

house which had burned some years earlier. Joshua 

Tayloe, the first keeper, was known as the Collector and 

Superintendent of Lighthouse.1 Mary Tayloe wasn’t 

born until after Joshua Tayloe left Ocracoke for 

Beaufort County (where he would become a future state 

senator)2 but is depicted as she might have been had she 

been born 20 years earlier when her father served as the 

lighthouse’s first keeper. The keeper’s house we see 

today was greatly expanded in 1897 and 1929,3 but the 

original structure was as described here.4 Cockle Creek, 

mentioned in the story, was enlarged by the U.S. Navy 

after WWII and renamed Silver Lake.5 

 

 

 
1. Philip (February 27, 2018). “Lighthouse Keepers.” Ocracoke Island Journal. 

2019. villagecraftsmen.blogspot.com/search?q=lighthouse+keepers. 

2. “Ray’s Extended Family Tree.” Our Family Tree. 2019. 

www.ourfamtree.org/browse.php/Col-Joshua-Tayloe/p19634. 

3. “Ocracoke Light Station.” Cape Hatteras National Seashore. 2019. 

www.nps.gov/caha/planyourvisit/ols.htm. 

4. Roberts, Bruce and Shelton-Roberts, Cheryl. North Carolina Lighthouses: Stories 

of History and Hope. Rowan and Littlefield. 2011. 

5. “Ocracoke History.” Ocracoke Guide. 2019. www.ocracokeguide.com/history. 
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No. 5 

 

August 1861 

Fort Clark, Hatteras Island 
 

“Fools, thinking they can defend a finger of sand 

stuck out here in the Atlantic.” 

Flag Officer Silas H. Stringham, tall and slender, 

with a burnished pate, stood at the rail of his flagship, 

USS Minnesota. The morning was just begun, and the 

storm clouds had barely cleared. Seabirds circled his 

fleet, their calls bright and sharp against the sound of 

the waves rushing by the ship’s hull. His double-

breasted coat hung nearly to his knees in the formal 

fashion of naval commanders, and his neck was 

wrapped with a dark, silk kerchief, neatly tied around a 

stand-up collar. His thick belt gave his thumbs a place 

to lodge, and the sword at his side set him apart from 

the men under his command. 

Sailors moved about the ship in an orderly fashion, 

doing the jobs that needed to be done. Such was war, 

and his men were well-trained in their duties. A half-

dozen men were in the rigging, adjusting sails to suit the 

wind. More men, Stringham knew, toiled away 

preparing the cannons that would soon set Fort Clark on 

its ear. 

Fort Hatteras would be next to fall, if not today, then 

– 25 – 



 

 

 

 

 

at first light in the morning. 

The Union officer had seen inept fools die in battle, 

from the time he was twelve and serving as a mid-

shipman aboard the frigate President, to frenzied action 

in the War of 1812; and he had survived the Mexican 

War back in ’46-’48 due to practice, quick thinking, and 

skill. Now he was watching Southern men who would 

soon give up their lives for no reason, and for what, 

useless sand that was little more than a rib of the seabed, 

formed and cast aside when it was no longer wanted. 

“True, twill fall today, or my name’s not Benjamin 

F. Butler.” The portly major-general of the Union Army 

stood a head shorter than his Navy counterpart, but his 

sense of his own importance made up the difference. 

He’d briefly supported Jefferson Davis in the 1860 

National Convention—to his chagrin—and had been 

lambasted for incompetence when President Lincoln 

offered him his officer’s commission earlier in the year.  

Now was his time to prove his mettle, and by his 

Presidential commission, this island would be his before 

nightfall, or his men would die trying. He was anxious 

to join his forces aboard the USS Monticello. 

“May I assume plans are in place for our joint 

attack, Stringham?” Butler puffed out his cheeks. His 

troops were his to command, and he intended to claim 

his share of the glory, but he knew where the real 

experience lay. And it irritated him to give in to 

Stringham, a man with half a century’s military 

experience, whereas he, Butler, had been derided by one 
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of his staff officers as “very bald headed and half 

defiant.” 

The remark, though not intended for Butler’s ears, 

had cut like a knife. 

Stringham glanced at the short lawyer beside him 

with a restrained expression on his face. He knew the 

man’s reputation, and in their war conferences, he’d 

seen the man struggle with basic battle principles that 

should have been obvious. His lawyer’s mind was 

sharp, however, and Butler had known how to duck and 

dodge his lack of expertise, only to dive back in when 

Stringham pointed out the obvious in the movement of 

ships, men, and weapons. 

Stringham pulled a pre-made cigar from inside his 

coat, and he put it to his mouth and bit off the end. 

Spitting it into the sea, he struck up a great, long 

phosphorous match and let it flare for a moment before 

placing it to the end of his smoke. He drew in a deep 

draught and held it for a moment before letting it waft 

out his nose and mouth, to be carried away by the rising 

sea breeze. 

“Soon, the Minnesota, the Wabash, and the 

Cumberland will begin their bombardment. Never fear, 

Major-General. Your men will have their opportunity, 

and you will have your day.” 

“And they will do this how?” Butler coughed at the 

smoke, and he tugged at his coat, tight around his rolls 

of flesh, and he moved with grandiose self-awareness, 

his bald head catching in the fading remains of the 
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night’s storm, as he lifted a glass to read the names of 

the ships stretched across the sea. 

“The ships will move in, deliver their broadsides, 

then move out of range to reload. After a time, they will 

repeat the process. Only then will the Pawnee, the 

Monticello, and the Harriet Lane begin to move, 

perhaps three miles up the shore. Your men will 

disembark there, well out of range of fire.” Stringham 

lifted his head, exposing a well-shaved neck, and he 

blew smoke upward. It would do no good to irritate his 

Army general when the battle had yet to begin. 

“And the Susquehanna? You make no mention of 

her. I have surveyed her weaponry myself, and I believe 

the vessel is the equal of those you have already 

named.” 

Stringham nodded, seeing the question as it was. 

Butler wanted to have a sense of direction, of knowl-

edge, of participation in the key moments of the battle. 

It could do no harm to let the man win this one. 

“I will see to it.” 

“And return fire? The Confederates have cannons. I 

have seen them. When they return fire, and I’m sure 

they will, we cannot afford casualties early in the 

game.” Butler puffed his cheeks, certain he’d made an 

important point the naval office had surely not con-

sidered. 

“Are you familiar with the siege of Sevastopol?” 

Stringham chewed his cigar, and he kept his eyes on the 

island in the distance. 

– 28 – 



 

 

 

 

 

“The, um, perhaps. Tell me of the significance of 

it.” 

“We run the ships in a loop, always moving, so the 

shore guns can never get a sight on our position. I assure 

you they will have a very difficult time finding their 

mark. Now, Major-General, if you are prepared to join 

your men, the battle is about to engage.” 

Butler nodded, made his way to a waiting pinnace, 

and transferred to the Monticello. Within the hour, from 

the Wabash—which was towing the Cumberland—a 

great puff of smoke erupted. Some seconds later, the 

booming sound of the exploding gunpowder rang across 

the waves. It was another minute before the cannon ball 

hit dead center on Fort Clark. 

The battle was engaged.  

– 29 – 



 

 

 

 

 

 

About Fort Clark, Hatteras Island . . . 

 

Both Fort Clark and Fort Hatteras fell to Stringham 

and Butler’s amphibious assault on August 28-29. By 

September 1, they would drive the Confederate forces 

from Fort Ocracoke and Fort Oregon to Roanoke 

Island.1 Although the battle (the first naval victory of 

the war) was successful, Stringham was criticized for 

withdrawing prematurely, and he resigned his command 

in December of the same year.2 Major-General Butler 

took the surrender of Flag Officer Samuel Barron of the 

Confederate Army.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
1. “The Battle of Forts Hatteras and Clark.” Flags Over Hatteras. Graveyard of the 

Atlantic Museum, Hatteras, NC. 2019. 

2. “Flag Officer Silas H. Stringham.” World Digital Library. 2019. 

www.wdl.org/en/item/1498/#q=Flag+Officer+Silas+H.+Stringham. 

3. “Battle of Hatteras Inlet Batteries.” Wikipedia. 2019. 

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Hatteras_Inlet_Batteries.  

– 30 – 



 

 

 

 

 

 

No. 6 

 

October 1861 

Chicamacomico Races 
 

It had been just over a month since the Union 

Coastal Army, headed by Major-General Benjamin F. 

Butler, had teamed up with the Atlantic Blockade Fleet, 

commanded by Flag Officer Silas H. Stringham, to roust 

the Confederate Army off Hatteras Island. 

The campaign had gone exceedingly well. First, Fort 

Clark had fallen, with Butler taking the surrender from 

Flag Officer Samuel Barron of the Confederate Army, 

after which they turned their attention to Fort Hatteras. 

Hatteras had taken more persistence, with intense 

shelling over several hours, but it eventually 

surrendered with its 700 men. 

The capture of Hatteras was a morale booster to the 

Union army, and in fact to the entire Northern cause, as 

it was its first significant victory. It was said that when 

the White House received news of the victory, President 

Lincoln was roused from bed in the middle of the night 

and danced a jig in his nightshirt. The North’s plan 

required total dominance over eastern North Carolina, 

including Albemarle Sound and Pamlico Sound, and the 

Union was certain that with Hatteras Inlet under 

Northern control, the South’s hold on the North 
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Carolina coast would quickly crumble. 

To make the events even sweeter, the fall of the 

Outer Banks to Union control had been achieved with 

no significant injuries to the Northern troops or ships. 

The 20th Indiana Regiment was stationed forty miles 

north of the Cape Hatteras lighthouse at Chicama-

comico (modern-day Rodanthe) to reinforce the Union 

troops stationed nearer the lighthouse. 

Pamlico Sound, bordered by the North Carolina 

mainland and the distant arm of the Outer Banks, and 

anchored by the major cities of New Bern and 

Washington, North Carolina, were only the first step in 

the Union Army’s plans. They had their eyes on bigger 

prey. Fort Macon near Morehead City and control of the 

Albemarle Sound, including Roanoke Island and 

Edenton, were in their gunsights. 

The Confederate Army had established their fall-

back base on nearby Roanoke Island, putting a crimp in 

the Union’s initial design. It was a brilliant location, 

tucked away between the barrier island and only a short 

distance from the mainland supply chain. They could 

disappear into the landscape for weeks at a time, 

invisible to anyone who happened by. 

They may have been out of sight, hidden away amid 

the scrubby trees and coastal waterways of the island 

bordering the northern boundaries of the Pamlico 

Sound, but they knew the importance of the islands of 

Hatteras and Ocracoke. They were a doorway that, once 

shut to Confederate shipping, would spell doom for the 
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supply lines that were vital to the Confederate cause. 

Shipping, through the Albemarle Sound into 

Edenton and Plymouth, and farther south, up the 

Pamlico River to Washington, and farther south, still, 

through New Bern and up the Neuse River to Golds-

boro, traveled through waterways to the interior. Troops 

needed easy transportation, weapons, and food if they 

were to successfully defeat the Northern overlords. 

The Confederate troops had been routed from their 

rightful place on Hatteras, but they were undefeated, 

and plans were pieced together to return in greater force 

and regain what was theirs. Confederate forces began to 

build on isolated Roanoke Island, swelling their ranks in 

numbers. When enough men and weapons had filtered 

onto the island, the Confederate troops began to move. 

Their first step was to land the 3rd Georgia Regiment on 

the island of Hatteras. 

The Georgia regiment discovered the 20th Indiana 

Regiment at Chicamacomico. Incensed that the Union 

had established an outpost in the village, they mustered 

their men, and the Confederate troops attacked.  

The Federal commander at Chicamacomico was 

soon made aware of additional Confederate troops 

crossing Pamlico Sound aboard ships, and cognizant of 

the power imbalance with the arriving Confederate 

reinforcements, he ordered his men to flee to safety at 

Hatteras. It was still summer on the barrier island, and 

the orderly retreat turned into a near-fiasco. The  Con-

federate pursuers were fresher and more prepared, and 
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the Union soldiers on the run faced burning sand all 

along the 40-mile stretch. They abandoned equipment, 

clothes, and even their footwear along the way, many 

running shoeless, the loose sand pulling them down as 

they tried to flee, as the Georgia regiment pursued them 

to the larger Union outpost at the Cape Hatteras 

Lighthouse. 

The Confederates didn’t have it much better, as they 

endured the same harsh conditions, and they spent the 

night at the village of Kinnakeet (now Avon). They had 

planned to land the 8th North Carolina Regiment to 

intercept the Union soldiers, but the incoming ships ran 

aground on a sandbar and were prevented from taking 

place in the planned skirmish. 

Seeing the futility of matters as they were, the 

Georgia regiment abandoned the chase and began their 

march back to Chicamacomico. Things turned sour 

when the Union gunboat Monticello, commanded by Lt. 

Braine, along with the 9th New York Regiment ashore, 

pursued them for eighteen miles along the coast, 

shelling them along the way, before the Georgia 

regiment withdrew to Roanoke Island. 

The series of events took a comical twist as the 

“battle” was seen as little more than a series of pursuits 

down the island and back up again, with the 

Confederate troops chasing (and not catching) the 

Union Army, and the next day, the Union returning the 

favor, as the Monticello and the New York 9th hounded 

the Georgia troops. Both sides exchanged fire, but few 
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casualties were reported. 

Several soldiers of the 5th Georgia Regiment, proud 

of their conquest (however temporary) of the Union 

outpost at Chicamacomico, had tintypes (photographs) 

made wearing Federal greatcoats that had once 

belonged to members of the 20th Indiana Regiment. 

They were taken from the captured Union gunboat 

Fanny. 

Union troops eventually abandoned Chicama-

comico, having seen how vulnerable it was to surprise 

Confederate attacks. There was no change in possession 

of territory or in the balance of power during the 

Chicamacomico “races,” but the dangers of allowing the 

Confederates to retain possession of Roanoke Island 

were more apparent than ever, and the Union put plans 

in place to take the island as soon as men and materiel 

could be put into place. 
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About Chicamacomico Races . . . 

 

The Chicamacomico Races took place on October 4-

5, 1861. The events that transpired over the two days 

had little effect on the outcome of the Civil War and 

was, by many, considered to be a draw. The lines after 

the conflict were in the same place as before, and no 

favorable political or military balance of power had 

transpired for either side.1 

The outcome could have been very different if the 

8th Georgia Regiment’s transport ships hadn’t stranded 

on a sandbar, marooning them at sea.2 The Union 

gunboat Fanny, a propeller-driven steamer, was put into 

service in the Confederate States Navy under the 

command of Midshipman John Tayloe.3 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
1. “The Civil War on the Outer Banks.” National Park Service. 2019. 

www.nps.gov/caha/learn/historyculture/civilwar.htm. 

2. “The ‘Chicamacomico Races,’ October 4-5.” Flags Over Hatteras. Graveyard of 

the Atlantic Museum, Hatteras, NC. 2019. 

3. “CSS Fanny.” Wikipedia. 2019. en.wikipedia.org/CSS_Fanny. 
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No. 7 

 

November 1861 

William H. Van Houten 
 

William H. Van Houten stepped to the sand 

mounded at the door of his tent, and he pushed the 

canvas flap aside. His pale blue wool pants bagged at 

the knee, but his darker blue coat was fully fastened. 

He’d struggled with his boots, as leaning over had shot 

pain between his eyes, but he was fully dressed, just as 

he should be. The night had been a long one, and when 

his bunkmates had vacated the tent in the early morning 

light, his commander had permitted him the leniency of 

extra time on his cot, as he had lost his stomach three 

times during the night. The tangy smell of the sea 

coming through the open flap fought with the odor of 

stagnant water puddled along the camp boardwalks, and 

while the sea smelled fresh, the sour accretions of sand 

and unnamed liquids clawed at his stomach like a fist 

against something already dead and rotted. 

Van Houten considered his deployment on Hatteras 

Island. He’d never imagined a place so isolated from 

everything that was modern and accessible. This was a 

world remote from what he’d known, and a place he 

could hardly imagine anyone would choose to live. 

After mustering in as a private with Company F the 
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previous August (and joining the regiment from Camp 

Hawkins in New York), Van Houten had left his 

beloved New York State behind. Hawkins’ Zouaves had 

arrived on Hatteras Island at Fort Clark after a journey 

at sea on two steamships, the Marion and the George 

Peabody. They had unloaded, meaning Van Houten and 

his fellow privates had scrambled like mad conveying 

supplies off the steamships and onto waiting carts, and 

traveled without delay to their post at Camp Wool. The 

place was no more than rows of tents that were hardly 

better than nothing at all against the howling winds, and 

the occasional wooden structure supported by logs to 

buttress them and keep them upright in the face of the 

unending gales. 

Van Houten was bunked with men from the Zoo-

Zoos (as they had been nicknamed), and it had seemed 

quite a cushy post for some days. Then the first storm 

had blown in, wind and spray had doused the site, and 

the high tide during the night had invaded many of the 

tents closest to the beach. The men had awakened to wet 

duffels, askew tents, and a mess to clean up. 

During the previous night, a ship had moored just 

out to sea. The winds were calm this morning, casting a 

sluggish and sticky haze over the camp, allowing the 

sun to bite through the salt air, though Van Houten had 

already learned they would soon pick up as the day 

warmed. Waves lapped the side of the distant ship, and 

the mast rocked gently, giving off a banging sound from 

time to time as the rigging smacked the mast. Barrels 
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were being hoisted off the stern, and the sailors’ voices 

drifted through the  hazy air as they called instructions 

down below. Smaller vessels with short masts struggled 

to find enough wind to ferry the supplies to the small 

wharf rising from the sand just down the beach, though 

several being rowed were making quite good progress. 

Van Houten stepped forward, his foot sinking in the 

sand, and the motion made his ears ring. He’d felt under 

the weather for some days, not being used to a marine 

environment, he’d assumed. The dampness, and the 

constant wind at night, and the sleeplessness that 

accompanied it. His head throbbed, and he steadied 

himself before continuing to the wharf. His assignment 

was to transport the offloaded goods to one of the 

wooden bunkers, and he swore he’d uphold his duties. 

He would not be a slacker, to be made fun of when the 

rest of his company joined around the mess for their 

evening meal. 

For some reason, he was reminded of Albert “Tobe” 

Warren. He hadn’t known the man well, but his had 

been the first demise of their regiment. Tobe had fallen 

overboard off the steamer Marion after she had steamed 

out to a point between Bedloe’s Island and Castle 

Williams. She’d dropped anchor for the night, and 

during a friendly bout of boxing, Tobe had disappeared. 

Before ropes could be let down to him, he’d gone under. 

A small service had been held, but as the steamer was 

very crowded with men and equipment, only a small 

number was able to attend. Van Hooten had watched 
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from atop the wheelhouse, saddened at the unwarranted 

loss of life. At the young age of twenty-seven, he 

considered that life was his to enjoy, and that he, along 

with everyone aboard the ship, would safely return to 

their homes once the idiots down south realized the 

lunacy of their ways and ceased their bickering with the 

Union. 

Yet, now, on this island, often hot and humid even 

in November, additional lives had been lost, though 

more to the fever than anything else.  

That would not be his fate, Van Houten assured 

himself, as he stiffened his back and put the throbbing 

in his head aside. His pains were no more than sleepless 

nights after suffering the agonies of billowing fabric and 

the birds that never ceased their cries. He strode with a 

firm step through the loose sand, his feet digging 

trenches, until he reached the wetter, firmer beach just 

up from the lapping waves. Barrels were being rolled 

down the narrow wharf and passed onto men’s backs to 

be toted far above the high tide mark. Down a short 

distance, a wagon pulled by a roan mare struggled 

against the sand and sea oats to transport four barrels 

into the encampment. Van Houten stamped his boots to 

shed them of the sand, and his trouser legs became blue 

again. He grinned and leaned down to brush them with 

his hand, only to feel his head spin. He tried to catch 

himself, but one knee went down, then an elbow sank 

into the sand to his shoulder. With the sun in his eyes 

for a quick and bright moment, Van Houten’s world 
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went dark.  
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About William H. Van Houten . . . 

 

William H. Van Houten was twenty-seven when he 

joined the 9th New York State Volunteers. The 

regiment left New York on June 6, 1861, and was 

mustered out at New York City on May 20, 1863, after 

its deployment at Hatteras Island and other locations,1 

including Roanoke Island and Norfolk, Virginia.2 

“Tobe” Warren lost his life in a freak accident 

falling overboard from the crowded and overloaded 

Marion while at anchor and, from all accounts, likely in 

calm seas.3 

Van Houten died on January 13, 1862, from disease 

while stationed on Hatteras Island, possibly after 

spending some time with fever in the camp infirmary. 

He was one of 23 enlisted men to die from disease while 

the regiment was active.4 

 

 

 

 

 
1. Display: Ninth Regiment of Infantry 9th New York State Volunteers. Graveyard 

of the Atlantic Museum, Hatteras, NC. 2019. 

2. “9th New York Volunteer Infantry Regiment.” Wikipedia. 2019. 

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/9th_New_York_Volunteer_Infantry_Regiment. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ninth Regiment. 2019.  
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No. 8 

 

February 1862 

USS Minnesota 
 

Jeremiah Clarksdale adjusted the flame on his oil 

lamp, and the shadows shifted around his cabin. On the 

other side of the hull, the movement of waves against 

the wood repeatedly caressed the USS Minnesota as it 

moved through the night. The low rumble of the 

frigate’s steam engines made every surface in the ship 

seem alive. Clarksdale dipped his quill into the inkwell 

and placed his pen against the paper. With the 

movement of his fingers and the scratch of nib against 

rough surface, words began to appear. 

 

My dearest Sarah, 

It seems that tomorrow is our time. Since 

Captain Goldsborough has taken command from 

Mr. Stringham, we have worked tirelessly to 

ready ourselves to rid Roanoke Island of the last 

vestiges of Confederate rabble. It’s sad to think 

these poor souls were valued members of the 

United States military, some not many months 

past, and now they are our enemy. Recently, it 

seemed we’d routed our foe from the area, but 

they are like fleas, biting painfully even when 
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we cannot see them.  

General Burnside of the Coast Division has 

joined us for our assault on the island. I am 

certain the towns of Washington and Morehead 

City must fall shortly after. Horace (with whom 

I bunk) tells me he knows this area, and if we are 

successful at Roanoke, Fort Macon, Beaufort, 

and New Bern will soon be ours as well.  

We have spent the day sorting through the 

supplies. There is quite a lot of it. Finding what 

we need will be impossible once the battle 

commences, and men will still have to eat. Our 

weaponry has been serviced until it shines, and 

the decks are spotless with the knees (and scrub 

brushes) of many men. 

We called at Fort Clark this afternoon in 

preparation to pass through the Hatteras Inlet. 

There were a number of men ashore sick in the 

infirmary, and it seems fever or some sort of 

disease has been rampant on the island. We were 

cautioned not to go ashore, so the most of us 

remained on the ship, some at the railing with 

cigarettes dangling from our fingers, and others 

below, as the weather is quite cool this time of 

the year. I, of course, ferried supplies about the 

ship as needed in preparation for our big day. 

Horace and I played a game of cards earlier. 

He is quite the rascal, but I have a keen eye for 

cheaters, and besides, we were betting nothing 
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of value: phosphorous matches, which burn 

nicely but are available from ship’s stores. Two 

other crew joined us, but soon they were called 

away, their duties more pressing than a simple 

game played round a supply barrel. 

I will try to remember the scene of the battle 

tomorrow to describe it to you exactly. I have 

asked Jim Stanford if he will sketch what I 

describe, and he has promised he will. He has 

good paper and charcoal drawing sticks, and he 

is quite good at his sketches. 

I must go, my love. I have a duty I must 

attend, and it will not wait. I will write more 

tomorrow once we’ve secured the goal for which 

we’ve come. 

 

Clarksdale lay a blotter on his words and lifted it 

and set it aside. He would sign it later, after he found 

opportunity to add more to the story. He capped the 

inkwell and turned to the man who’d knocked at his 

door. His visitor, Ralph Hillside, held a lamp in his 

hand, and it shadowed one side of his face. 

“Yes, Hillside?” 

“The surgeon wishes your presence, sir.” Hillside 

wiped the side of his face with one hand. He was barely 

more than a youth, with only the hint of facial hair, and 

he’d been assigned to the surgeon as an aide.  

“Very well. He may not get it tomorrow. Once the 

action starts, I’m sure we’ll all be busy enough.” 
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“I think it’s why he wishes to see you now. Some-

thing about the quinine stores.” 

“Drats.” Clarksdale stood. This was Horace Bal-

linger’s fault. He’d told the man the quinine wasn’t 

moved yet, then they’d started that game, and he’d 

forgotten all about it. At least the surgeon hadn’t. “Let’s 

head that way, Hillside. I suspect I know exactly what’s 

needed of me, and I know exactly where it is.” 

The two men moved into the passageway of the old 

wooden steam frigate. Having served for two years in 

East Asia before being decommissioned, the Minnesota 

had been brought back into service at the start of the 

current conflict to serve as the squadron’s flagship. She 

was sound, but her design was half a decade old, and 

her use in Asia reflected the care she’d received. 

Clarksdale, a tall man at over six feet, ducked as he 

navigated low beams, and he knocked on the surgeon’s 

door. 

“Come.” The voice was muffled but unambiguous, 

and Clarksdale released the catch and stepped through. 

“Yes, Mr. Conklin? Is your surgery stocked properly 

for tomorrow?” 

“Ah, Mr. Clarksdale. I have dissembled many of my 

crates, and much of what I need is here but the quinine. 

I can’t seem to locate it.” True enough, things were in a 

bit of a shambles, from crate lids to packaging strewn 

about. There was no quinine to be seen. 

“I can help you there, Mr. Conklin. If you’ll loan me 

Mr. Hillside, I believe I know exactly where to look.” 
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“Certainly. Ralph, you don’t mind, do you?” 

Hillside grinned, nodded, and backed into the 

passageway. The curve of the ship’s hull twisted the 

passageway in the darkness, and shadows seemed to eat 

at the space. Clarksdale joined the young sailor standing 

in his pool of light, nodded to him, and with a wink that 

told of their collusion, he lifted a second lamp from a 

hook on the wall. 

“Come, Hillside. We don’t want to keep the surgeon 

waiting.” 

“No, sir,” Hillside replied with a click of his heels 

and a light laugh. 

Together, their shoes tapped their way down the 

wooden passageway, hoping to find the quinine exactly 

where it had been loaded on the ship earlier in the day.  
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About USS Minnesota . . . 

 

The USS Minnesota’s keel was laid in 1855, and she 

spent two years in Asia before being decommissioned in 

1859. She was taken out of mothballs to serve as the 

flagship of the Atlantic Blocking Squadron when the 

War Between the States began. Flag Officer Silas 

Stringham commanded her until he resigned his 

commission, at which time Flag Officer Louis M. 

Goldsborough assumed command of the Squadron. 

Together with General Burnside, Goldsborough’s 

squadron transported 10,000 Army troops to Roanoke 

where they successfully took the island.1 

Clarksdale, Hillside, Stanford, and Conklin might be 

imaginary, but the ideals for which they fought were 

very real. The attack of February 5-9 decimated the 

Confederates at Roanoke and began the domino fall of 

Washington, New Bern, Fort Macon, Beaufort, and 

Morehead City by the end of June.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. “Admiral.” USS Goldsborough Association. 2019. 

www.ussgoldsborough.com/admiral/. 

2. “The Burnside Expedition.” Flags over Hatteras. Graveyard of the Atlantic 

Museum, Hatteras, NC. 2019.  
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No. 9 

 

December 1874 

Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station 
 

Jonathan Allen, known as Jonny to his peers, tore 

down the beach. At ten years old, his days were pretty 

much his to do with as he pleased, unless he was at 

school, then he was off as soon as the bell rang, for 

there were better things to do on Hatteras Island than sit 

in a musty room and watch the sun crawl across the 

walls. 

The sea oats tore at Jonny’s skin as he scrambled 

and clawed up the dunes, then slipped down the leeward 

sides. He grabbed at the sturdy stems, using them for 

purchase when the sand gave way under his feet. He 

didn’t worry about damaging the plants, as their roots 

went down farther than he could dig. 

It might be early December, but the sun was bright, 

and his short pants exposed his knees and bare feet. His 

shirt was one of his older brother’s, a long-sleeved, 

striped affair of light blue cloth run through with pale 

green, with the cuffs rolled to his elbows and the tail 

flying in the breeze. His hair was a tangle of summer 

blond and new charcoal from winter’s untamed growth.  

Clear blue eyes that you could see right through 

sparkled when he laughed, and Jonny liked to laugh 
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often. 

The sea pounded the beach, coming in rolling, 

tumbling breakers that hit the steeply canted shore with 

a booming noise that sounded like cannon shot. The sea 

birds ignored it all, swirling up and down the sand, 

occasionally landing, then for no reason at all, lifting as 

one to find another place to search the sand for an easy 

meal. 

A horse and a rider appeared in the distance, a 

surfman from the new life-saving station coming at a 

firm gallop, the animal’s hooves crashing into the edges 

of the incoming surf and sending spray into the air. 

Jonny saw it just as he reached the top of a dune, and 

the boy leaped high with both arms waving overhead. 

“Max! Hey, Max, come and see!” Jonny lunged into 

a stand of sea oats on the downward leap to intersect the 

rider, and he slipped and tumbled in the sand, laughing 

as he went down. 

“Hey, little man. Are you okay?” Max, the rider, 

pulled his beast up, sending the sand flying, and the 

animal raised its head high and snorted. It seemed to 

enjoy the running. Max leaned down, offering Jonny his 

hand, and when the boy took it, he said in a low voice, 

“And remember, it’s Mr. Allen when I’m on patrol. 

Now, come on up. The new Station opens today, and I 

want you to see it all.” 

Max pulled Jonny upward in one quick jerk, and the 

boy landed on the horse just in front of the man. 

“Thanks, Max. Will they have a band? I heard they 
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would have a band and everything.” 

“First, you’re welcome. That’s what brothers are for, 

and maybe a very small band. It’s a big deal, though, 

since they changed the name of the town. Lots of people 

said they’re showing up, and I have to get back soon’s I 

can.” 

The village on Hatteras Island had been known as 

North Chicamacomico from early times after the local 

tribes that were in the area, one of three referred to as 

Chicamacomico Banks, with the two villages just south 

called Chicamacomico and South Chicamacomico. 

When the U.S. Post Office refused to use the long native 

names, the decision had been made to rename the 

northernmost village Rodanthe. Now, the life-saving 

station would carry on the original name as a memorial 

to the long and established history of the place. 

Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station. 

Max pulled the reins to turn his steed back the way 

from which he’d come, and with a nudge in the flanks 

and a “yee-ha,” the animal leapt forward. Sand flew 

from under its hooves for several pounding steps, then 

the surf sent a wave under their feet, and salty water 

went everywhere.  

“That’s fun, Max! Do it more!” Jonny hooted and 

bounced on the animal’s broad back. 

“Not too much, kiddo. Remember, I have a dedi-

cation to attend. Mother and Papa are there, already, and 

I must look my best.” 

After several minutes, the new life-saving station 
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appeared against the horizon. It was a simple building, 

stark against the crisp blue sky. Sand ran right up to the 

wooden steps and piers that had been pounded into the 

sand. A large door opened toward the beach, and the 

bow of the life-saving boat nestled just inside. Just 

above the door, windows to a second story mirrored the 

angle of the gabled roof. The sides were of sturdy 

planks with more boards crosshatched over them to give 

them rigidity. A long ramp led from the open doorway 

to the sand several feet below. Above it all, a small 

lookout provided a good view out to sea. 

People were sprinkled about, with several portly 

gentlemen in dark suits sitting on wooden chairs on a 

small podium decorated with bunting. Several boys and 

a girl about Jonny’s age peered under the newly 

constructed life-saving structure, pointing at something 

only they could see and laughing. As Max had 

promised, several of the surfmen from the station were 

uniformed and holding rudimentary musical 

instruments. To the side, a board had been stretched 

across two barrels, and several women were setting out 

sandwiches and desserts. A sailcloth banner was 

stretched between two tall poles firmly planted into the 

sand. The back faced Max and Jonny, but with the sun 

through the fabric, they could clearly read the words in 

reverse. 

CHICAMACOMICO LIFE-SAVING STATION. 

Max pulled up his mount, and he whispered to 

Jonny, “Remember, even to Mother and Papa, I’m Mr. 
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Allen when I’m on duty.” 

“Okay, Max. I see Papa. Let me down.” 

Without waiting for a reply, the sun-bleached boy 

tumbled from the horse, and his feet tore up the sand as 

he waved and yelled, “Papa! I got to ride on the horse 

with Max. This is the best day ever!” 

Max grinned and stepped from the horse in a more 

dignified manner. It didn’t matter, really, what Jonny 

called him. This was a day for celebration, and he didn’t 

think anyone would care.  
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About Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station . . . 

 

Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station was the first of 

seven life-saving stations commissioned by the federal 

government in 1871 to be built along the North Carolina 

coast. The original station had a keeper’s room and crew 

room, a boat room, a mess for meals, and a lookout. It 

was expanded over the years to include a cook house, a 

cart shed, a boat house, and an oil house. A “new” 

station was constructed in 1911, and the old station 

moved to the back of the property.1 

The decision to rename the village to Rodanthe took 

place in 1874, the same year the life-saving station was 

commissioned. The other two villages of the 

Chicamacomico Banks changed their names to Salvo 

(during the Civil War) and Waves (1939).2 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
1. “Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station.” Outer Banks Visitor’s Guide. 2019. 

www.outerbanks.com/chicamacomico-life-saving-station.html. 

2. “Brief History of Rodanthe, Waves, and Salvo.” Rodanthe - Waves - Salvo, NC. 

2019. www.rodanthewavessalvonc.org/brief-history.html.  
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No. 10 

 

November 1877 

USS Huron 
 

The heavy iron ship was caught off-guard by the 

heavy storm blowing in from the southeast early in the 

morning. 

With her length of 175 feet and draft of 13 feet, The 

USS Huron was as sturdy a Navy craft as sailed the 

water in the years following the War Between the 

States. Unbeknownst to the navigator, however, the 

ship’s compass comprised a small error—not a prob-

lem in normal seas, but she was sailing close to the 

shore—and the shallow water just off Nags Head caught 

her keel in its firm and deadly grasp. 

The three-masted steamer shuddered and slowed, 

the wind lashing her masts and whistling warnings to 

the crew. Then, the keel buried deep in the sandbar, and 

her stern lifted and twisted, sending men and equipment 

skidding across the deck and knocking items in cabins 

loose to become deadly obstacles strewn across the 

floor. 

The twelve-foot propeller churned at the water, 

hoping for headway, as the bridge high up on the ship 

turned frantic. The engine room covered their ears at the 

increasing whine from the straining motors. Then the 
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propeller caught sand and choked itself until the 

engineer on duty was in near panic. 

Commander George P. Ryan was awakened by his 

second-in-command around 1:30 A.M., and making a 

mad dash down sharply canted passageways, he burst 

into the bridge to find the sea awash over the bow. The 

sound of shifting metal and creaking wood made it 

almost impossible to hear. 

“Reverse engines,” Ryan yelled, as the crewman at 

the chadburn pulled hard on the lever bringing the 

signal to full reverse. The massive ship paused, and with 

increasing vibration, the engines built power, as an 

effort was made to rock the vessel from the sandbar, 

setting it loose.  

The waves were too high, and it seemed little more 

than minutes before the ship began taking on water. 

“How far out are we?” the Commander demanded, 

stumbling as he fastened his shirt and jacket. The 

windows were streaming with rivulets of water, and 

nothing could be seen through the black night. 

“Within sight of land, sir,” came back at him, 

though in the din, it was impossible to tell from whom. 

The ship convulsed, and a lantern hanging on the 

bulkhead crashed to the floor, sending oil spraying 

wide. The men grabbed at handholds, and the officer of 

the deck, Richards, called out, “Commander? Orders?” 

“Can we save the ship?” Ryan’s face was cast in red 

by the spreading flames from the fallen lantern. 

“Sir, we don’t even know what we hit. A sandbar, 
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probably. We were sailing close to shore to miss the 

Gulf Stream. Thomas thinks he can see lights onshore. 

Nags Head, he’s pretty certain.” 

“Worst case?” The commander’s face was ashen. He 

grabbed a pipe and pulled himself aside as two crew 

worked to douse the threat from the flaming oil. 

“We might have to abandon, Commander. Your 

call.” 

Voices were silent for several long moments, as 

waves battered the hull. An especially large fist of water 

punched the ship upwards, and the iron vessel lurched, 

holding for a moment, then the water crashed over the 

side, slamming into the bridge, and shattering a port 

window. 

“Not much to be done for it, is there?” Ryan’s voice 

was solemn as green water surged inside, covering the 

shoe tops of those closest, and rushing toward the 

leeward side in billowing wads of foam, silt, and sand. 

“Ring the bell, Travers. We must give the men a chance 

for safety. Perhaps some can make it to shore.” 

The bell began to ring as the big ship canted further 

to her starboard side. The vessel paused for a short time, 

as the commander looked at the officer of the deck. 

Around them, lanterns swayed crazily, paperwork 

fluttered free to land on the sodden floor, and the crew 

not already fighting for the door had arms wrapped 

around whatever they could find to steady themselves. 

“The water will be cold, Commander.” The OOD 

drew in a deep breath, but his face was oddly calm. 
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“November will do that.” The commander’s voice 

was conversational and under control. “I expect you to 

try for it, Richards. You’re a good man, and the Navy 

can’t afford to lose you.” 

“Yes, sir.” He didn’t try to move. The ship leaned an 

additional several feet, and his grip on his support 

tightened visibly. 

With no more warning, the ship’s belly lifted from 

the sea, and the bridge was awash. Half the wheelhouse 

slipped into the cold water. There was a brief respite as 

the sturdy glass held back the sea, then the pressure of 

the raging storm shattered the windows, and the water 

came pouring through. Ryan was caught first, his hands 

turning loose of his support when his feet were caught 

by the tumbling water. Lantern after lantern sizzled in 

the water’s assault, and the last one out swamped the 

bridge in darkness as well as in the roiling, cold liquid 

of the sea. 

“Commander?” Richards let out a cry as his arms 

splashed the water. “Commander, let me help you. 

Where are you? Commander? Answer me, sir. Please.” 

Outside the ship, sailors scrambled to exit the 

doomed vessel. A number dove into the waves, braving 

the breakers to swim to the shore in the blackness of the 

night. Most stayed aboard, certain the ship would 

survive in some form or fashion and help would come at 

daybreak. Anyway, few were dressed for the cold, as 

they had been roused from sleep when the Huron 

slammed into the sandbar and her passage south 
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abruptly terminated. 

The storm took its toll on the cold and exhausted 

men as they waited for the help that would never come. 

One of the largest waves took twelve weary men into 

the sea at one swoop. Others slipped into the raging sea 

one by one until nearly a hundred men lost their lives 

that night. 

Richards’ last words before he slipped into the sea 

were, “Commander? Where are you? Answer me, 

please, sir.”  
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About USS Huron . . . 

 

The USS Huron and her two iron sister ships were 

built in a time of transition from the wooden Civil War 

vessels of a decade before and a new Navy that would 

be constructed from stronger steel. Although only 250 

yards from the shore, the life-saving stations were 

closed until December, and there was no one there to 

come to her rescue.1 

Two months later, an additional 85 men would die 

when the Metropolis ran aground just north of Nags 

Head, prompting an outcry that would goad Congress 

into appropriating funds to build more life-saving 

stations and extend their months of operation.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. “USS Huron Historic Shipwreck Preserve.” North Carolina Government. 2019. 

files.nc.gov/dncr-arch/PDF/USS-Huron-Historic-Shipwreck-Preserve.pdf. 

2. “The Wreck of the Huron on the Outer Banks, 1877.” North Carolina Department 

of Natural and Cultural Resources. 2019. www.ncdcr.gov/blog/ 2014/11/24/the-

wreck-of-the-huron-on-the-outer-banks-1877.  
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No. 11 

 

1884 

Keeper Benjamin B. Dailey 
 

“Come on, men, get with it. People might well be 

drowning out there,” Keeper Benjamin Dailey of the 

Cape Hatteras Life-Saving Station, soaked with spray 

and ankle deep in the surf, called to his six team 

members hauling the vast surf rescue boat from the 

station to the waves. 

It was a near impossible task. The heavy surf had 

tumbled against the shore for days, and the letup was 

nowhere in sight. Seabirds tumbled in the sky, swoop-

ing down to see what the action was, only to be caught 

in a gust and forced a hundred feet down the beach. To 

judge from the sky and the wind, there would be another 

week, perhaps more, of heavy weather before there was 

any slack in the tumult. 

Even the life-saving station seemed it would 

shudder into a hundred pieces at the assault of every 

wave, as the violent smashing of ocean upon sand 

rattled the window glass in their panes and the dishes in 

the cupboards. 

No one had slept for days, except for perhaps 

Jennett, who could sleep through anything. The man 

was impervious to the sea god’s trident as it had 
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slammed into the shore over and over throughout the 

long nights. 

Dailey, in his slicker and boots, directed the 

movement of the horses as they maneuvered the surf-

boat’s cart closer to the sea. The craft was too heavy for 

even six men to carry, and it would need to be backed 

into the bucking surf to be floated free before the cart 

could be pulled from underneath. Then, God help them, 

the horses could be safely tethered before the roiling 

surf pounded the boat into splinters, or swamped or 

turned upside down. 

“Mr. Midgett, hold that animal still!” Dailey barked 

his demand. Midgett—John, to his fellow surfmen—

wrapped the reins around one arm and pulled hard to 

settle the creature. To the other side, Patrick H. 

Etheridge, the keeper at nearby Creeds Hill, filled in for 

one of Daily’s own, who refused to risk his life upon the 

blistering sea. 

It seemed as well, Dailey thought. The man’s wife 

was dying, and who knew if anyone still lived on the 

Ephraim Williams? The barkentine had signaled her 

distress three days before near Frying Pan Shoals, and 

now, aground on Diamond Shoals, the only sign she 

was still on the sandbar five miles out was her water-

logged mast, still visible against the murky sky. 

Dailey ran to offer Etheridge a hand. Etheridge held 

the reins of the lead horse, and the animal bucked with 

the water around its ankles. Together, they pulled 

against the wild-eyed beast, and with a firm hand and a 
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loud voice, Dailey managed to tame the fear the creature 

felt long enough to disengage the boat from the cart and 

slide it into the sea. 

“Much obliged, Dailey,” Etheridge called, just 

before he led the horse away. “Thought I’d lost him, 

there.” 

“The gratitude is mine, Mr. Etheridge. You step-

ping in so my man could be with his wife during this 

debacle is an mighty fine thing, and don’t think I don’t 

know it.” 

“Aye, no man would want to make his children 

orphans by going out in this, that I well understand. Let 

me tether these horses, and when the surfboat is readied, 

we’ll be off to see if anyone survives on yon shoals.” 

Dailey waved him off with a hand to his forehead, 

and he turned to his team struggling to hold the surfboat 

in the shifting waves. White froth swirled around the 

keel, and it threatened to overturn at every third wave. 

Dailey knew this wasn’t the worst of it, either. The first 

sandbar would be the easy one to cross, but in this, the 

second would be near impossible. As the waves had 

grown in the past hours, he’d seen their task as more 

and more hopeless. 

Yet, they must attempt a rescue. If not, there was no 

reason for them to be here at all. He studied the waves, 

calculating the crests and troughs. They would need to 

time it just right. Hit the sandbar in a trough, and their 

keel would be caught. Unable to maneuver, they would 

risk the fate of the Williams, and six more men might 
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die, not counting the keeper at the helm. 

As they pushed the boat from the shore, and the last 

men clambered aboard in ribbed life vests lined with 

cork, it was every bit as bad as Dailey had feared. The 

second sandbar finally topped, Dailey pointed with a 

long arm, and he yelled, “Pull, men, pull. I see the 

distress flag calling us. Mr. Jennett, put your back into 

it, and your brother, too. Mr. Gray, Mr. Fulcher, give it 

what you’ve got. Midgett’s about to test your mettle, as 

he did the last time we were out. Pull, men, now, pull!” 

The massive oars reached into the blistering waves and 

cut through the water, forcing the heavy boat directly 

into wave after wave after wave. For five miles they 

struggled, at times unable to see the stricken ship’s mast 

in the haze thrown aloft by the raging sea. 

Dailey counted nine men they pulled from the 

distressed barkentine, some so injured the rescuers had 

to bodily carry them to the surfboat lest they drown in 

the rising water. It was the worst surf he’d ever seen, he 

would swear on his mother’s grave, and he had scant 

hope they’d make it back to shore without losing at least 

one of the men, either from the ship or his own. 

Finally, exhausted, Dailey turned over the rudder to 

Keeper Etheridge for the return journey, and he fell into 

the boat, offering a hand where he could, and tending to 

the injured men when asked. The five miles returning to 

the shore were the longest voyage he felt he’d ever 

made, and as he disembarked the surfboat and counted 

his men to find none lost at sea, he claimed it as one of 
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the best. 

Seven men out and sixteen returned. Nothing could 

give him greater pride than knowing that another man’s 

life had been saved because of the surfboat’s crew under 

his command.  

– 65 – 



 

 

 

 

 

 

About Keeper Benjamin B. Dailey . . . 

 

The barkentine Ephraim Williams went down off 

Hatteras Island in late December 1884 with nine men 

aboard.1 Keeper Benjamin Dailey, then 40, with his 

crew, and assisted by Patrick Etheridge of nearby 

Creeds Hill Life-Saving Station, managed to row out the 

five miles to the stricken ship, not knowing if anyone 

was still alive. Some said it was the heaviest sea they’d 

ever seen.2 

Medals were given to Keeper Dailey, Isaac L. and 

Jabez B. Jennett (likely brothers and perhaps related to 

the Jennette family who served in the Lighthouse 

Service at Cape Hatteras), Thomas Gray, John H. 

Midgett, Charles Fulcher, and Keeper Etheridge of the 

Creed’s Hill Station.3 More than half of the twelve life-

saving metals awarded in the first thirty years of the 

Lifesaving Service went to the crew of the Cape 

Hatteras Life-Saving Station for their 1884 rescue of the 

crew of the Ephraim Williams.4 

 
1. “To the Rescue!” Hatteras Museum at the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. Cape 

Hatteras National Seashore. 2019. 

2. Charlet, James D. (Dec 12, 2016). “Shipwrecks and Rescues of the Outer Banks: 

The Wreck of the Ephraim Williams.” CoastOBX. 2019. www.coastobx.com/stories-

and-news/history/shipwrecks-and-rescues-of-the-outer-banks-the-wreck-

of/article_614e081e-c090-11e6-bbb2-4f331b0f3749.html. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Stick, David. Graveyard of the Atlantic off the Outer Banks of North Carolina. 

University of North Carolina Press. 1952.  
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No. 12 

 

1887 

Plymouth to Nags Head 
 

Mrs. Peter Steenburgen peered intently into the 

small looking glass she carried in her embroidered and 

beaded handbag. She sighed as she adjusted the fabric 

flowers on her hat. 

“What, Mama?” Julia, fourteen, held her hands in 

her lap. She smiled from under her bonnet, and when 

the salty sea breeze coming across the Croatan Sound 

caught a strand of hair and twisted it across her face, she 

reached slender fingers to catch it and tuck it back under 

the pretty cloth headpiece. 

“These flowers.” Mrs. Steenburgen shook her head 

and let the looking glass slide back into her handbag. “I 

told you I should have left them off.” 

“I like them, Mama.” Julia raised her shoulders and 

let them slump back down in a quick movement. “Aunt 

Macey will, too. I can assure you of that.” 

“You can, dear? Then, if you can assure me Aunt 

Macey will like them, I suppose it was worth the effort. 

Still, it’s not quite the effect I hoped for.” 

“It’s better. Just wait. Even Papa will tell you how 

beautiful you look.” 

“That’s why I love you so much, Julia.” Mrs. 
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Steenburgen put her arm around her daughter’s slender 

shoulders, and she gave her a firm hug. “We’re coming 

to open water, so sit very still. We don’t want to get our 

best things mussed before the wedding.” 

The Steenburgens lived in Plymouth, up the 

Albemarle Sound on the Roanoke River. Mrs. Steen-

burgen’s sister, Macey Willett, had moved to Nags 

Head to serve as a teacher for the island’s youth. For 

three years she’d faithfully performed her duties, but in 

the spring, a letter had arrived by mail boat at the 

Steenburgen’s Plymouth address telling of the young 

surfman at the life-saving station who’d stolen Macey’s 

heart. She was to be married in the fall, and she so 

hoped her dear sister would be her maid of honor. 

How could Mrs. Steenburgen refuse that, she told 

her husband as they lay beside each other in bed that 

night. They had calculated the distance, the three barges 

(or other water transport) they would need to hire, and 

the cost of lodging along the way. Over the next weeks, 

letters expressing the family’s excitement over the 

prospective match were exchanged, and there was 

discussion of where the couple would make their home. 

Mr. Steenburgen agreed it was best he went out a week 

early. The young couple would need a place of their 

own. They could not live with the young man’s family, 

as there was no room, and the life-saving station was 

out of the question, as it comprised quarters for the life-

saving crew, only. 

Mr. Steenburgen had procured a load of lumber and 

– 68 – 



 

 

 

 

 

other materials needed, including two windows with 

glass-mullioned panes, a door, and roofing materials. 

Richard Steenburgen, just turned seventeen, traveled 

with his father to provide an additional strong back to 

construct the small dwelling on the island. 

Mrs. Steenburgen’s father-in-law had accompanied 

the women as far as Columbia on the Scuppernong 

River, leaving his daughter-in-law and granddaughter to 

travel the twelve miles to the barge they’d hired to cross 

the Alligator River. There was one more barge to cross 

to Roanoke Island. Mr. Steenburgen and their future 

brother-in-law would ferry the women across the 

Roanoke Sound to the Outer Banks just in time to see 

Macey and join the wedding party.  

Now, on the square-bowed flatboat, with the oars-

men dipping long paddles into the flat water, watching 

the water drip and splatter each time the oars lifted into 

the air convinced Mrs. Steenburgen she’d made a hasty 

decision to dress so early. Yet, her husband had 

promised to arrange a carriage or other suitable wagon 

for the short trip across Roanoke Island before making 

their third and last trip across open water (as the 

ceremony was that day), and she might not find a 

suitable location to dress. 

Besides, she would be meeting Macey’s betrothed 

for the first time, and as she had heard over and over 

(and had come to firmly believe in her heart), first 

impressions were the most lasting sort, and he would 

always remember her the way she looked when he first 
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took her hand and greeted her. 

“Ladies, the wharf is just ahead.” The helmsman at 

the stern pushing the rudder from side to side pointed 

toward the upcoming shore. It could just be seen among 

the reeds and other shore grasses. 

“It’s a very small wharf,” Mrs. Steenburgen 

remarked. She pulled lace gloves from her handbag but 

didn’t slip them on. She became aware of shore birds 

gliding overhead, though not gulls, she was certain. The 

sea was some distance away, though the birds might fly 

this far west if they were searching for a more plentiful 

food source. She wondered what they would think of 

her hat. The flowers did look very real. Even Julia had 

seemed to think so. 

“Ah, twill get you ashore with dry feet. There’s a 

nice, long walk of sturdy wood that will lead to a 

packed path. I seem to see three men. Yours, I sup-

pose?” 

“One tall, with a beard? The others would be my son 

and our future brother-in-law whom I’ve not met.” 

“Richard? A man? What silly thing will we hear 

next?” Julia put her hand to her mouth and snickered. 

“Hush, child,” Mrs. Steenburgen rebuked. “He’s 

very near a man. You just cannot tell.” 

“It’s Papa!” Julia let out a shriek, and she stood 

quickly, waving and shifting the flatboat and causing it 

to dip towards the water.  

“Daughter! Sit down!” Mrs. Steenburgen grabbed 

Julia’s arm and pulled her to her seat. She also dropped 
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her gloves but didn’t notice. She patted her chest and 

took a deep breath, calling out an apology to the ferry 

men. “Please forgive my daughter. She hasn’t seen her 

father in a week.” 

Julia retrieved the gloves for her grateful mother as 

the craft sidled up to the wharf through the reed-strewn 

water. Mr. Steenburgen reached to take his daughter’s 

hand first, then to help his wife onto the wooden wharf. 

“Wife?” He wrapped her arm in his. “Meet Franklin 

Donner, soon to be part of the family. I think you’ll find 

him very likable.” 

When the young man smiled, took her hand, and 

kissed it, she was certain she would.  
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About Plymouth to Nags Head . . . 

 

Early settlers of the Outer Banks and the sur-

rounding islands depended on small watercraft and 

barges to move people and goods from town to town. 

There were few overland roads and no bridges or ferries 

connecting the islands. The first paved roads in the area 

were in Nags Head in the 1930s. Hatteras and Ocracoke 

were paved in the 1950s, and Corolla got its first 

pavement in the 1980s.1 

The men who served at the life-saving stations were 

called surfmen from launching their heavy boats into the 

thunderous surf. They were also known as soldiers of 

the surf or storm warriors.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
1. Harrison, Molly (June 1, 2010). “Drive Along the Beach Road.” Our State. 2019. 

https://www.ourstate.com/nc-highway-12/. 

2. Wood, Allan (February 27, 2014). “Surfmen of the Lifesaving Stations.” New 

England Lighthouses and Coastal Attractions. 2019. 

https://www.nelights.com/blog/lighthouse-history-surfmen-of-lifesaving-stations/. 
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No. 13 

 

1899 

Rasmus Midgett 
 

Rasmus Midgett followed in a long line of surfmen. 

A slender figure with a receding chin and a thick 

moustache, he carried himself with determination and a 

straight back. He’d trained at Chicamacomico Life-

Saving Station a decade before, following his cousin 

John who’d received a gold life-saving medal for the 

Ephraim Williams wreck back in ’84. It was a story told 

over and over when the family gathered, and Rasmus 

had thrilled with the tale. 

Tonight, he patrolled the beach for Gull Shoal 

Station, his keen eyes on the waves, searching for ships 

in distress. Hurricane San Ciriaco had roused the sea 

gods, and Rasmus sent up a prayer that all at sea arrived 

home safely. He was headed south on his horse, the 

animal’s hooves digging into the sand, and the moon 

overhead telling him it was several hours past midnight. 

The repetitive slam of the surf hitting the sand and the 

whispering rush of its return to the ocean soothed him. 

It was a good night to be out, if a little wild, but alone, 

Rasmus could think about whatever he wanted, and he 

liked to think a lot. 

Something in the water along the shore caught his 
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eye. The surf churned, and it disappeared. Nothing, he 

dismissed. He scanned the horizon, but his vision was 

limited in the darkness. A gleam here and there revealed 

the horizon but little else. An occasional shore bird, 

spooked by his presence, ruffled its wings and called in 

sleepy disgruntlement to the man on his horse. 

“Sorry, birds,” Rasmus called. “Back to sleep with 

you.” 

He nudged his steed, and they stepped through the 

sea oats crowding the dune and continued south down 

the sand. The surf slapped a wooden barrel that tumbled 

in the waves, giving off a hollow sound, and Rasmus 

paused, this time not so sure it was nothing. 

“Ho,” he called into the night. “Anyone out there?” 

He moved his horse closer to the surf, its long legs 

forcing their way through the soft sand, until he reached 

a wetter, tightly packed surface. It would soon be 

covered by the tide, but for now, it formed a firm 

foundation underfoot. The hurricane with its winds had 

whipped the water to a frenzy earlier that day, but the 

blustery gale had settled to a mere roar. He listened 

carefully and watched the water for more signs of a ship 

in distress. 

Broken bits of wood and other items, small boxes 

and the like, made his heart beat faster. How far from 

the Station was he? Three miles? It was a long ride if he 

needed reinforcements. He hoped and prayed something 

had washed overboard, nothing else, and that was the 

source of the debris. 
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Across the water, Rasmus heard a faint, desperate 

cry. 

“Help! Is anyone there? Please?” 

The surfman wrapped his hand with the reins, and 

with a clap of his hand on the horse’s rump, he leaned 

forward and cried, “Go, Lightning.” 

After several minutes of hard riding, he pulled the 

animal to a standstill, and rubbing her neck, he listened 

amid the sound of the crashing surf. The cries for help 

were louder. He called loudly, “Ho, anyone out there?” 

It was vital to determine the ship’s location, 

although it was a wreck by now, to judge from the 

debris churning in the water at his feet. 

Screaming and wailing were his reply, with an 

occasional, “We’re here! Help us!” punctuating the 

sounds. 

Rasmus scanned the horizon, looking for the rise of 

a ship on the water, shocked at what he discovered. The 

dim gleam of hull surrounded by foam and white water 

was a broken remnant of what must be a barkentine. He 

yelled, “I’m coming for you.” 

Movement on the canted deck told him men clung to 

life on the stricken vessel, and he called, “Jump, men! 

I’ll pull you in when you reach shore.” 

Within minutes, he saw a man struggling in the 

waves, and he dropped from his horse to slog into the 

surf. Lifting the exhausted swimmer, he helped him 

above the waterline. 

“How many of you are there?” Rasmus quizzed, 
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scanning the sea for additional survivors. It had been 

easier to see on his horse, but if he knew the number, 

he’d know how many to search for. 

“The captain, his wife and son are all gone, washed 

out to sea.” The man panted in exhaustion. “And two 

others. Ten of us are left. We thought we were lost until 

we heard your voice. There,” he pointed, rousing for a 

moment, “it’s Jameson. Jameson!” 

Rasmus leaped back into the water to offer the 

second man a helpful hand, then a third and a fourth. He 

quizzed them when no one else appeared, “There are six 

more?”  

“They are afraid,” one of the men replied. 

“My God, they will drown if they don’t jump. 

What’s your vessel?” 

“The Priscilla, captained by Benjamin Springsteen, 

God rest his soul.” 

Rasmus stood at the water’s edge and yelled into the 

darkness, “I order you to swim for shore. The Priscilla 

is lost. Captain Springsteen would want you to save 

yourselves. Jump in between waves. Now, men!” 

Before long, three more men appeared, chilled and 

shivering, more drowned dogs than men, but alive 

enough. 

Now desperate, Rasmus muttered, “Fools,” but he 

pulled off his jacket and boots as he said it. He strode 

into the water until he was waist deep. When a slack 

wave gave him opportunity, he leapt in and began to 

swim. The surging water near the wreck pulled at him 
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with deadly force, but he relied on nearly two decades 

of skill, and he rode a wave up the foundered ship and 

onto the steeply canted deck, pulling himself out of the 

water as it receded behind him. 

The surfman ferried one sodden and frightened 

sailor at a time to the shore, three trips for three men. 

On his final trip in, Rasmus thought of the stories he’d 

heard of John and the rescue of the Ephraim Williams. 

Now, he’d have his own story to tell when he and John 

next met again.  
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About Rasmus Midgett . . . 

 

The barkentine Priscilla was sailing from Balti-

more to Brazil captained by Benjamin E. Springsteen 

and accompanied by his wife and son. All three, along 

with two crew, were washed overboard when Hurri-

cane Ciriaco caused the ship to run aground three miles 

south of Gull Shoal Life-Saving Station. Rasmus 

Midgett, on patrol, knew the rescue of the remaining ten 

men was up to him, as it was too far to go for help.1 

Midgett was awarded a Gold Lifesaving Medal from 

the U.S. Secretary of the Treasury. On one side it reads, 

“To Rasmus Midgett for rescuing single-handed ten 

men from the Priscilla, August 18, 1899,” and on the 

other, “In Testimony of Heroic Deeds in the Saving of 

Life from the Perils of the Sea.” Twenty years later, 

Rasmus Midgett’s son Arthur would receive his own 

medal for the famous Mirlo rescue.2 

 

 

 

 

 
1. Roy, Haley (2013). “Midgett, Erasmus S. ‘Rasmus’.” NCpedia. 2019. 

www.ncpedia.org/biography/midgett-erasmus-s. 

2. Towler, Teuta (July 21st, 2016). “Rasmus S. Midgett.” U.S. Life-Saving Station 

Chicamacomico Historic Site. 2019. chicamacomico.org/rasmus-s-midgett. 
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No. 14 

 

1903 

The Bluejacket’s Manual: United States 

Navy 
 

Seaman Randolph Nightingale fell onto his bunk. 

The paint on the metal wall at his side was chipped and 

stained, and rust wept from a seam just above his head. 

The USS Columbia had been decommissioned in 1899 

at Philadelphia Navy Yard, but she was refitted and 

recommissioned the previous year to serve as the 

receiving ship in New York. The year in New York had 

been hard on her. Subtle vibrations through his thin 

mattress told of the engines driving the ship to her 

rendezvous with the Atlantic Training Squadron. 

The Columbia was an old ship. And Seaman 

Nightingale was sorry to be aboard her. 

He reached overhead and felt around until he located 

the blue book in its envelope cover, and he pulled it 

down and turned it to read the front. 

The Bluejacket’s Manual. 

Why this should have seemed important to him had 

gone in one ear and out the other. No, he hadn’t read it, 

he thought, remembering the tongue lashing he’d 

received from his NCO.  

“Nightingale, can’t you read? The Navy doesn’t 
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pass out instruction manuals just for the sake of saying 

they did. They expect you to read it. You can read, can’t 

you, Nightingale?” The petty officer’s face had been 

red, and Nightingale had thought he would burst a 

vessel in his neck. Even more, the words shamed the 

seaman, as the crew was on duty, and they could 

overhear everything. 

Now he was assigned to his quarters until further 

notice, giving him time to read the instruction manual. 

“Yeah,” he said. “Like this will teach me how to be 

a sailor. It’s just a bunch of words from a pen pusher 

who had nothing better to do than sit at a typewriter.” 

Still, he propped himself up with his pillow behind 

his back and his knees in the air. He leaned the book 

against his legs and laid the envelope flap back. Slowly, 

he lifted the cover for the first time and pushed it to the 

left. He turned the fly to find the title repeated with the 

issue date underneath. 

The Bluejacket’s Manual. United States Navy. 1902. 

Underneath that it said: Prepared by Lieutenant 

Ridley McLean, U.S.N. 

Further down it said it was published by The Naval 

Institute, Annapolis, Maryland. 

Nightingale flipped the page over to see the 

copyright assigned to Lieut. E. L. Beach, U.S.N. He 

flipped the page back to doublecheck the name on the 

cover page. McLean. He turned to the copyright to read 

Beach’s name again and shrugged. 

It was no skin off his back who took credit. He was 
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certain someone felt proud, but that had nothing to do 

with him. 

Well, almost nothing. He had to read it. 

To the right, underneath Note, he scanned the 

chapter headings. I. Petty Officers and their Duties. II. 

Events in Daily Routine; Duties in Connection with Life 

on board Ship. III. Questions in Seamanship. 

He kept going to VI. Questions in Signals. That was 

where he needed to start. He turned to page 5 of the 

Contents, and he ran a finger down the list. 

Flag Signals, page 236. General Questions on 

Signals, 237. Ship’s Numbers; Boat Signals; Repeating 

Signals. He kept going down the list until he reached 

Special Squadron and Tactical Signals, page 260. 

Nightingale thumbed through the book until he 

found page 260 and pressed the book flat to show 260 

and 261 at the same time. He began to read. 

Q. What lights in addition to those required by usage 

are shown at night by ships in squadron formation? 

Nightingale snorted in derision. He knew that. It 

didn’t take a book to teach him what he already knew. A 

white top light, or two or three, depending on the 

occasion, or a red light at the fore truck for a guard 

vessel at night. He put his finger aside his nose and 

rubbed hard before sniffling. He let his eyes skip down 

a question or two, tired of reading already, and wanting 

to get back on deck. 

Then one caught his eyes. 

Q. When are speed lights extinguished? 
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He hit himself on the forehead with the heel of his 

hand. Stupid! He was so stupid! He should have 

switched to the anchor lights as soon as the anchor was 

dropped. 

He took a deep breath and let out a long, hard sigh. 

How could he have not known that? It was so simple it 

should have been obvious, and now he was stuck in his 

quarters with nothing to do. 

He turned the page and continued to read. 

Q. Can truck lights be used for signaling?  

Nightingale kept the answer covered, and he 

answered the question aloud. “Of course not. Only for 

marking speed.” 

He glanced at the answer and muttered, “And for 

exceptional uses. Okay, I almost got that one.” 

Man overboard signals? He closed his eyes and 

thought, a light . . . a light . . . blue! He glanced at the 

answer and grinned. He knew it! Then the blue is 

lowered when the man is recovered. 

There were several he didn’t know. He learned that 

if a vessel is stopping and backing, the ship next astern 

sounds 22, 22, 3, I understand. Another question taught 

him that a course change is signaled by one or two 

blasts. Yet another made it clear that if there is no 

signal, the whistle signal is blown.  

Nightingale was pleased with himself and impressed 

with the information in the book. He turned the page to 

find the flags and pennants used in international code. 

They were in bright red, white, yellow and blue, one for 
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each letter of the alphabet. He pulled out a pencil and 

began to sketch the flags that spelled out his name. N. 

Blue checkerboard. I. Yellow with a black center. G. 

Yellow and blue triangle. H. Red and white square. T. 

Red, white, and blue vertical stripes. I. The yellow 

again. N. The checkerboard. G. The triangle again. A. 

White and blue with two points. L. Yellow and black at 

opposite corners. E. Red, white, and blue triangle. 

“Wow, who knew a book could be this good?”  

Nightingale set his pencil aside and continued to 

read. It was well past midnight when his eyes closed 

and he began to lightly snore with the book still propped 

against his legs.   
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About The Bluejacket’s Manual . . . 

 

The Bluejacket’s Manual was issued for the first 

time in 1902. It contained roughly 300 pages. It has 

been reissued numerous times since and is now in its 

25th Edition. In hardcover, it runs nearly 700 pages.1 

Seamen Randolph Nightingale is imaginary, but the 

book was new in 1903 and unfamiliar to many Navy 

sailors. The USS Columbia was decommissioned and 

recommissioned as described and eventually decom-

missioned permanently in 1921.2 
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Institute-1902. 

2. “USS Columbia (C-12).” Wikipedia. 2019. en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USS_ 
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No. 15 

 

1908 

Wilmington Ferry 
 

Clarice Tinsdale stood at the door to her pantry, and 

she perused the shelves. She wore her old kitchen apron, 

and her hair was twisted into a neat coil on the top of 

her head. Her shoes were a sensible black with sturdy 

soles. By her attire, she clearly didn’t mind getting into 

her work, and she wanted to begin baking for the 

upcoming church social. 

The small room had a counter running along two 

walls with cabinets underneath. One wall sported a wide 

double-hung window above the counter, with the blue-

painted bottom sash opened just a bit for air. The other 

was a series of open shelves packed with crockery and 

tins for food storage. 

The problem was the empty space that should be 

filled with flour, sugar, and other necessary goods. She 

needed apples, peaches, and chocolate for three cakes. 

Just through the window, she could see Charles 

Tinsdale, her husband, at the wood’s edge with a sledge 

hammer, one from his days driving railroad spikes into 

wooden sleepers. A pile of cut logs blocked her view of 

his feet. He lifted the hammer overhead with both 

hands, and he slammed it down. She heard the sharp 
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report of metal against metal. He lifted a split section of 

wood and placed it on a separate pile. 

Clarice raised the window a bit more and leaned into 

the opening to yell to her husband, “Charles? Charles, 

can you hear me?” 

He turned and glanced around to locate her voice. 

He revealed a pleasant face, with full cheeks and long 

sideburns. His belly filled out his shirt, but his arms 

were thick with corded muscle. He was no stranger to 

staying occupied. Seeing his wife in the window, he 

smiled and waved. “Yes, my dear. Just fine. What can I 

do for you?” 

“You do remember the social, don’t you, Charles? 

It’s this weekend, and I’ve promised sweets.” She still 

leaned into the window and rested both hands on the 

countertop to support her weight. Her arms were bare, 

with her elbows locked into place, dimpling just at the 

back. 

“I’m looking forward to it. Thank you for remind-

ing me. I would like to request a chocolate cake with 

cherries. Three cherries in every slice, plus one on top. 

That will suit me fine.” He grinned and patted the 

mound of his rounded stomach. 

“The thing is, Charles, I have no chocolate. I need 

you to visit Wilmington for that and a few other things. 

Yesterday, Susan assured me Jeremiah would have the 

ferry running. I’m sure you won’t have to wait long. I 

can’t begin baking until you do.” She smiled at him 

before pulling away from the opening. She knew her 
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husband. He would be in before long with the horse 

hitched to the small market wagon, ready to head in for 

supplies. Stepping into the bright and roomy kitchen, 

she wrapped her fingers around her elbows. They 

became stiff when she kept them locked too long. She 

pulled a pad of paper from a shelf and searched for a 

moment before locating a pencil. She needed to make a 

list, and the first thing she wrote was flour, 50 lbs.  

When Charles stepped onto the screened porch, 

Clarice had her list ready to go, and she handed it to 

him, neatly folded. 

“Cherries? Did you write that?” He smiled and 

turned up one corner of the paper as though peeking 

inside. 

“Oh, thank you. I did forget to write cherries.” Her 

cheeks turned pink, and she plucked the pencil from her 

apron pocket. She handed it to him. “Add them, please.” 

“I will, but I don’t need to.” He took the pencil, 

touched the tip lightly to his tongue, and pressed it to 

the paper, meticulously writing c-h-e-r-r-i-e-s. He 

offered her the pencil. “I would remember cherries, 

even should I forget all else.” 

“Forget my sugar, and you’ll get no cake at all.” She 

teased in return. 

“Never fear, my dear. I will return with everything 

on your list, so long’s Jeremiah is in good form today.” 

With a kiss on Clarice’s cheek, he gathered his 

pocketbook and turned, making his way out the screen 

door and down the steps. He pulled himself onto the 
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wagon’s seat, adjusted the canopy just overhead to 

provide welcome shade, and gathered the reins in his 

hand. 

“Ge-ya, Brownie,” he called, and the sturdy, flat 

wagon, with its low sidewalls, jerked into motion, with 

boards clattering and rattling as the steel-wrapped 

wheels bounced and shifted over the rutted drive. 

Charles did have a small wait at the ferry, but he 

expected that. After all, Jeremiah Conklin and his 

helper, Erastus Rathbone, ran a private enterprise, and 

they crossed the Cape Fear River not only to deliver 

passengers but to collect them as well. Charles raised 

the flag on its pole to let Jeremiah know he had a 

passenger waiting, and he climbed back onto the wagon 

and pulled out a small knife and a stick to whittle away 

the time. 

It was a good hour before he heard the crunch of 

wood on the riverbank, and he glanced up and waved to 

the two men pulling up at the landing. 

“That you, Charles?” Jeremiah was tying the barge 

that served as a ferry to two sturdy poles that seemed to 

anchor the river to the shore. It was a flat, smooth-

bottomed vessel with fence rails running along the 

sides. His partner, Erastus, was lowering the flag 

Charles had raised. 

“Got some supplies for the wife. Wants to do some 

baking for the church social. Can you bring me back 

before nightfall?” Jeremiah leaned forward, his reins in 

his hands, his hand on the brake, and he nodded 
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conversationally.  

“Erastus, you hear of anyone else wanting into town 

today?” Jeremiah turned to his helper. 

“Nah, Mr. Conklin. Suspect Mr. Tinsdale’s the only 

one going that way today.” Erastus jammed his hands 

into his pockets, and he leaned against the fence rails, 

crossing one foot over the other. 

“Then I guess we might just wait on you, Charles. 

Think you might be long?” 

“Long enough to pick up some cherries and maybe a 

few other goods. Won’t take long.” Charles  had 

released the brake by then, and he snapped the reins to 

encourage Brownie forward. 

In minutes, the market wagon was aboard, and 

Charles climbed down to hold the reins just at 

Brownie’s muzzle. He felt the ferry jerk as Erastus 

pushed off. With Erastus at the rudder and Jeremiah at 

the bow pulling the two long oars, the streets of 

Wilmington drew closer by the moment. 
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About Wilmington Ferry . . . 

 

With the myriad islands and waterways of coastal 

North Carolina, private ferries were pivotal as the 

economic lifeblood of travel throughout the region. A 

ferry like the one used by Jeremiah Conklin can be seen 

on a 1908 postcard of Wilmington.1 

A market wagon, ca. 1900, from Bayside, Queens, is 

built in a similar style to Jeremiah’s. The seat has a 

retractable canopy to protect the driver from inclement 

weather or excess sun. You can see the wagon at The 

Long Island Museum of American Art, History & 

Carriages.2 
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No. 16 

 

1909 

Cape Hatteras Life-Saving Station 
 

The summer humidity had been brutal on Hatteras 

Island, and cook Charlie Olsen wiped sand from his 

bread board before sprinkling it with flour. The wind 

had stirred up the dry sand day after day, coating 

everything, and it was impossible to keep it out of 

clothes, bedding, and even the meals the men ate. 

Just outside the cookhouse, Cape Hatteras Life-

Saving Station provided some shade in the early 

morning, casting a peaked shadow across the sand and 

sea oats, with the shade from the lookout tower like a 

finger pointing toward Pamlico Sound. Every window 

was open to catch the sea breeze, though no screens 

meant there was likely more sand in there than in the 

cookhouse. Flies, too, or whatever insects decided a bit 

of shade was worth the risk of a man’s hand or shoe. 

Olsen didn’t expect the shade from the Station 

building to do him much good. The wood-fired cook-

stove at his back was red with warmth, and this was 

only the first meal of the day. He hummed pleasantly, 

however, not minding the heat. The sound of the sea 

was just outside his door, a seabird screeched in the 

distance, and he had eight hungry mouths to feed for 
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breakfast, more if Doc Davis and Mr. Meekins took 

time to share in the repast.  

Today, Olsen planned gravy from pork leavings, 

fried eggs, and enough sourdough biscuits to build a 

raft. For those who liked sturdier fare, a pot of grits 

bubbled on the cookstove, ready to dish out with a heap 

of brown sugar or honey. 

His biscuits separated out, each about two inches 

across, Olsen covered and set them aside to ready his 

gravy. He hefted a large iron skillet, decided it wasn’t 

generous enough, and placed it back on its hook on the 

shiplap wall. The bigger pan took two hands, and Olsen 

wiped it with a cloth and set it on the cookstove. He 

shifted the grits to the side, just to keep them hot, and 

moved the cast iron over the flame. Opening the firebox 

door, he slipped two thick sticks inside, and the flames 

leaped up around his pan. A bit of pork fat and some 

flour, brown it, then milk and various other cooking 

powders, and it would be ready. Checking his dough, he 

nodded absently and set the cheesecloth aside. He 

opened the oven, slipped the rising dough inside, and 

closed it up before returning to his gravy. Satisfied he 

had about ten minutes, he greased the griddle that 

comprised the center of his iron cookstove, uncovered 

his egg basket, and began cracking and dropping them 

on the griddle as fast as he could reach for them. 

The cookhouse sizzled with aromas of meat and 

bread and things that would draw any man from his bed 

and into the bright morning sun. 
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The final touch was his coffee. Olsen knew his was 

the finest on the island. His brew had been fully prepped 

first thing that morning, and he set the substantial pot on 

the remaining portion of the stove, the part where it 

would be hottest, so the coffee would come to a rapid 

boil. He scraped the edges of his eggs to loosen them, 

checked the biscuits to ensure they were browning 

nicely, and satisfied, wrapped his fingers around a rope 

by the door and gave it a tug. A bell outside called its 

breakfast greetings. Olsen hefted a platter in one hand 

and a flat metal spatula in the other, and he scooped the 

eggs into an artful layer, careful of the yokes so they 

didn’t break. The next batch would be firmer for those 

who preferred them more well done. 

Next, the biscuits appeared, browned, steaming, and 

flaky, and with his spatula, Olsen swept them into a 

cloth-lined basket. His cheesecloth from earlier formed 

a lid to keep the morning’s beasties out. 

“Hey, Cookie.” It was Edward Midgett, of the 

Hatteras Midgetts, and cousin of Rasmus from the 

Chicamacomico Station. Short and slight, with a gaunt 

face and a white mustache, his sinewy arms suggested 

there was more to the man than his appearance 

suggested. Midgett yawned with a hand covering his 

mouth before asking, “Can I hep ya’ with that?” 

“Appreciated, Mr. Midge. Eggs and biscuits are 

ready. If you can come back for the gravy, I’ll manage 

the grits and coffee.” Olsen had two big bowls out. The 

grits and gravy couldn’t travel in their pans because of 
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the weight. If the men wanted seconds, he would refill 

the bowls at the cook house. 

“Might have to eat soon’s I get inside, it smells so 

good. Might send out Baxter. If he wants to eat, that is.” 

Midgett chuckled. “I’m telling him this is all mine.” He 

set the platter of eggs on the basket of biscuits, and he 

stepped into the sun and headed across the sand to the 

Station. 

Baxter was Baxter Miller, a tall, thin man, the tallest 

of the surfmen assigned to the station. He liked to eat, 

he told everyone regularly, and Olsen was the reason he 

stayed at Hatteras. Olsen’s cooking was the best 

anywhere. 

By the time Olsen and Miller got the rest of the 

breakfast into the Station, Urial Williams, sturdy and 

dark, was in the mess. Barrel-chested John Midgett 

(another Hatteras Midgett) had a biscuit half demol-

ished. Then there was Isaac Jannette, similar in stature 

to Edward Midgett, but younger and with dark hair and 

a cheerful, boyish grin; Edward Stowe, with his 

characteristic white hat; David Barnett (with his ears 

sticking out from his head in a comical fashion), and 

Capt. Patrick Etheridge, in his double-breasted, his face 

filled out by a full, dark beard. Dr. Davis and Theodore 

Meekins were in a serious discussion, disappearing into 

the sitting room as Olsen set the coffee on the table. 

Off to the side on an old rag rug, a large black dog 

sprawled with his head on his paws, with his eyes 

shifting from man to man, clearly hoping some of the 
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morning’s leftovers would be his. 

By the time the first drills of the day were set in 

gear, the only thing left from Charlie Olsen’s labors was 

a half-saucer of grits, two eggs that had over browned, 

and a stack of used crockery steaming in a pot on the 

cookstove.  

As Olsen put away his bread board, the black dog 

wandered into the cook house, and soon, even the grits 

and eggs vanished.  
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About Cape Hatteras Life-Saving Station . . . 

 

Urias Williams, Edward Midgett (or Midgette), 

Baxter Miller, John Howard Midgett, Isaac Jannette 

(perhaps Jennette), Edward F. Stowe, David Barnett, 

and Captain Patrick Etheridge all served at the Cape 

Hatteras Life-Saving Station in 1909. Dr. Davis and 

Theodore Meekins were with them when they gathered 

for a photograph that hot summer. Of course, Cook 

Charlie Olsen was there at every meal.1 

The Cape Hatteras Life-Saving Station became part 

of the new U.S. Coast Guard in 1915.2 

Meals were regularly prepared on old, wood-fired 

cookstoves much as the one described.3 Hatteras Station 

had a separate cookhouse to help with the heat in the 

blistering summers and for safety from the danger of 

sparks from the woodstove. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. “Cape Hatteras Coast Guard Station, ca. 1909.” Hatteras Museum at the Cape 

Hatteras Lighthouse. Cape Hatteras National Seashore. 2019. 

2. “The U.S. Lifesaving Service.” National Park Service. 2019. 

www.nps.gov/caha/learn/historyculture/lifesaving-service.htm. 

3. “Historic Furnishings Report Old Harbor Life-Saving Station.” National Park 

Service. 2019. www.nps.gov/caco/learn/historyculture/upload/OldHarborHFR 

Volume1Part1.pdf.  
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No. 17 

 

1911 

Life-Saver Urias B. Williams 
 

Surfman U.B. Williams stood in front of the 

weathered mirror in the crew quarters of Cape Hatteras 

Life-Saving station. He adjusted his cap and jacket, 

picking an errant string from the lapel, and rubbing the 

toe of one shoe on the back of a pant leg.  

This was a special day, and he wanted to look his 

best. He’d had his hair trimmed, and his mother had 

ironed his shirt and stiffened it with starch. Even his 

fingernails were freshly clipped. 

Joining him were surfmen from Creeds Hill, 

Hatteras Inlet, and Cape Hatteras Station. Miller, 

Jannette, and the two Midgetts were downstairs with 

most of the men from Creeds Hill and the Inlet Station, 

but David Barnett from Hatteras sat behind Williams on 

a stool with a cigarette in his fingers. He took a quick 

draw and held it for a moment before releasing it toward 

a raised window sash.  

“Thought you quit that habit,” Williams remarked, 

seeing the reflection of the smoke in the mirror. 

“Yah, I did.” Barnett looked at the glowing fag and 

smashed it out on a ceramic saucer. “Disgusting, but 

this ceremony has me jittery as they come.”  
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“You, too?” Williams grinned, and as he did, he saw 

the wiry, elfin Barnett with his flyaway ears return the 

expression. “Anyone here to see you get yours?” 

The “yours” Williams referenced was a Life-saving 

Medal for Gallant Conduct being awarded for 

November 29 two years earlier. 

Williams closed his eyes, and he could hear the 

wind that fateful day. 

The German steamer Brewster had become stranded 

seven miles SSE of Cape Hatteras Station the previous  

night. The wreck wasn’t sighted, however, until the 

following morning at daybreak, by one of Hatteras’ 

surfmen. An immediate and urgent call went out by 

telephone to the nearby stations. 

Williams had been in the Cape Hatteras lifeboat. 

The wind was atrocious, blowing at 30 or 40, and even 

the boathouse door was difficult to manage. Rain spat at 

them, soaking the lot, as they unchocked the wheels of 

the surfboat cart and wrestled it out of the way before 

carrying the lighter lifeboat down the ramp and onto the 

beach. 

They already knew of the two boats heading out 

with them. Creeds Hill was coming with their crew in 

their massive surfboat, as that was what they had 

available. It was a difficult chore to wrestle the heavy 

boat on its cart through the wet sand and into the surf, 

and it might be several hours for them to get it launched. 

Hatteras Inlet had their powered lifeboat up and ready, 

though it still needed to be launched in the old-
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fashioned way, with oars and strong backs, before the 

motor could be engaged and the boat moved under its 

own power. 

The heavy chop made the trip out to Diamond 

Shoals more than treacherous. The Creeds Hill craft 

twisted under the pressure of the rough seas and broke 

its rudder mounting. Williams saw it first, and he 

directed the Cape’s lifeboat to take on the men from the 

foundering craft.  

Before they reached the wreck site, some maneu-

vering of men and equipment was done, as they now 

had two rescue vessels instead of three. The two boats 

came abreast of one another, throwing a line across the 

water to bridge the last few yards, and they winched in 

the vessels, gunwale to gunwale. With helping hands, 

the crew from Creeds Hill soon transferred to the 

Hatteras Inlet power boat, excepting the Captain who 

remained aboard. 

The weather was too much for the crew in the 

lifeboat, and with heavier waves pounding them by the 

moment, progress was impossible. They were aided by a 

private craft under engine power that offered to tow 

them out to the stranded steamer.  

Boarding the stricken Brewster was out of the 

question. The seas were breaking over the bow and 

stern, and the rescue craft would take on damage. The 

decision was reached to anchor the Cape Hatteras 

lifeboat leeward. The crew of the Brewster drifted a line 

to the surfmen, keeping it afloat by a buoy, and they 
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began to work their way to the lifeboat one at a time. 

The men were soaked and freezing by the time they 

reached the rescuing craft, and after the first twelve, 

they were transferred, shivering and half-drowned, to 

the powered lifeboat. 

Altogether, the surfmen had saved 28 men, with 16 

aboard the powered boat, and 12 on the Cape Hatteras 

lifeboat. Crowded and weighed down in the heavy seas, 

the powered boat from Hatteras Inlet towed the second 

craft to the Station. 

Five others, they learned, had made their way 

toward safety separately in a ship’s boat and were 

picked up by the lightship. 

Hatteras Station cared for 21 of the men, furnishing 

them dry clothing and food, and the other 12 found 

safety at Creeds Hill. 

The remembered smell of salt and cold water made 

Williams’ skin prickle as he opened his eyes to see 

Barnett looking at him in the mirror. 

“It was a dark day,” Barnett said, and he shrugged. 

“Men might’a died, but no one did. You and me, we 

deserve this.” 

“I suppose we do,” Williams agreed with a nod. He 

turned from the looking glass and buttoned his coat. 

“Ready, Barnett? I might as well go and be made a 

hero.” 

“Bout right there, my friend. Let’s get downstairs 

and join the festivities.” 

The noise and laughter of the men attending the 
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award ceremony, many with their spouses and families, 

filtered up the stairs, louder when Williams and Barnett 

stood on the landing. Midgett—the younger one—saw 

them and called in a hearty voice, “There are the 

slackers! Come on down. My mother brought cheese 

sandwiches. Better take part before they’re all gone.” 

The men joined Keeper E.H. Peel of Creeds Hill and 

B.B Miller, Surfman No. 1, the acting keeper of Cape 

Hatteras Station, in receiving their medals for their deed 

that day two years before. The memory of that day was 

enhanced by a similar reward from the German 

government in recognition of the services of the U.S. 

life-saving crews.  
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About Life-Saver Urias B. Williams . . . 

 

The tale of the German steamer Brewster is recorded 

in numerous publications. Except for Peel and Miller, 

the surfmen are not listed. It’s reasonable, however, to 

assume the life-saving crew photographed earlier that 

summer at the Cape Hatteras Station were on duty that 

day.1 Urias Williams from Cape Hatteras Station was 

certainly there as his medal for this heroic event can be 

seen at the Hatteras Museum on Hatteras Island.2  

While Urias B. Williams is listed as U.S. Williams 

on the Hatteras Museum exhibit, the original medal on 

display at the museum is imprinted with U.B. Williams, 

more closely matching Urias Blount Williams from the 

Cape Hatteras Station.3 

The award ceremony on December 6, 1911, is 

imaginary but the German government did reward the 

U.S. life-saving crews for their participation in rescu-

ing the 33-man crew of the Brewster.4 
 

1. Helm, Judy (April 23, 2012). “Steamer Brewster – 29 November 1909.” North 

Carolina Shipwrecks. 2019. www.northcarolinashipwrecks.blogspot.com 

/2012/05/steamer-brewster-29-november-1909.html. 

2. Exhibit. Hatteras Museum at the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. Cape Hatteras 

National Seashore. 2019. 

3. Outer Banks Group (April 17, 2008). “Replica of Silver Life Saving Medal 

Presented to Descendants of Urias Blount Williams.” National Park Service. 2019. 

www.nps.gov/caha/learn/news/replica-of-silver-life-saving-medal-presented-to-

descendants-of-urias-blount-williams.htm. 

4. Helm. “Steamer Brewster – 29 November 1909.”  
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No. 18 

 

April 1912 

RMS Titanic 
 

Signalman Horace Gaskins rubbed his hands 

together briskly and looked out the black windows of 

the Hatteras Weather Station. It was close to half-past 

eleven, very near to the 15th of April, and his memor-

ies of the day before were of sunshine and shirtsleeves 

on the beach. Now, one of the windows at his side was 

open a few inches, and the sea breeze was raising chill 

bumps. 

“Ah, well,” he murmured. “Will warm up in here 

soon enough.” 

He held his hands over the vacuum tubes of his 

wireless, not quite touching them, and felt the elec-

tricity flowing through the wires. Warmed, he lifted his 

headset from the worn wooden desk and slipped it over 

his head, adjusting the stiff, cloth-covered cord and 

hooking it behind a sturdy microphone, before pulling 

out his stack of reporting forms and his pencil. 

His headphones began to crackle, and he grasped a 

dial to bring in the signal more clearly. 

“C.Q.D. Titanic 41.44 N 50.24 W.” 

Gaskins paused to consider, even as he felt his heart 

begin to pound. He knew of the massive White Star 
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ship, the biggest in the world. She was on her maiden 

voyage, scheduled to arrive in New York the following 

day or the next. C.Q.D. was the maritime code for “All 

Stations, Distress.” 

The Titanic? She was reputed to be unsinkable, or as 

near as to be impossible. 

With his hand shaking, he lifted his pencil and 

pulled a form titled Diary and Log to him. Across the 

top was U.S. Department of Agriculture Bureau, Form 

No. 30240-tel. He began to write. 

“Received Hatteras Station at 11:25 p.m. Titanic 

calling C.Q.D. giving position 41.44N 50.24W about 

380 miles S.S.E. of Cape Race.” 

He removed his headphones, laying them with 

extreme care on the desk, and slid his chair back. He 

jumped when the legs scraped the wooden floor with a 

loud screech. With the distraction, he noticed the sound 

of the surf coming through the open window. The water 

crashed against the sand with a booming noise, slushed 

down the beach and crashed again.  

Gaskins took a deep breath and turned to find his 

supervisor, Richard Dailey. As he stepped through the 

door, he remembered his report form, and he leaned 

back inside the radio room, snatched it from the desk, 

and disappeared back into the hallway. 

He knocked on Dailey’s door. The sweet aroma of 

cigar filtered from around the edges, and Dailey called 

to him. 

“Yes? Is that you, Gaskins?” 
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“Yessir. A message on the wireless, sir. I thought 

you should know.” He called through the door, his hand 

paused just over the knob.  

“Bring it in, then. Let me see.” 

Gaskins stepped in, swinging the door wide, to a 

room with a corduroy sofa, rumpled with a pillow at one 

end, and a disorderly blanket; a large, wooden desk 

piled with books and papers; and a worn rug on the 

floor. Sand coated the windowsills and anyplace not in 

frequent use. Dailey sat at the desk, and a small lamp 

illuminated a ledger book. Dailey set his pencil aside 

and held out his hand for the report. 

“It’s from the Titanic, sir.” Gaskins handed his 

report over. “It’s C.Q.D.” 

“C.Q.D.?” Dailey sat up straighter, held the report 

under the light, and peered at the paper. He glanced at 

the signalman. “This came in just now?” 

“See, 11:25. What do you think?” 

“I think this needs to be reported to New York. 

Come with me, man. Mr. Sarnoff needs this as soon as 

possible.” 

In the radio room, Dailey sat at the wireless unit and 

pulled the headphones over his head, more abruptly than 

Gaskins had removed them. He pulled a small folder 

from a shelf and glanced inside to find the connection 

for New York. Before he could send his message, 

another report sounded over the wireless. This time, 

Dailey lifted Gaskins’ pencil and began to write. 

“S.O.S. Titanic corrected position at 41.46N 
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50.14W. Have struck iceberg.” 

“They’ve changed to S.O.S., but that’s five- or six-

miles difference,” Dailey muttered. “God knows, they 

may never be found.” Without delay, the supervisor 

adjusted the dials on the wireless, pulled the 

microphone to him, and forwarded the Titanic’s pleas 

for help to David Sarnoff in New York. Then he sat 

back to wait. 

“How bad do you think it is?” Gaskins peered 

through the glass into the dark. It was a moonless night, 

and everything seemed black, with only the sound of the 

water to comfort him. 

“You know the claims as well as I, that the ship is 

supposedly unsinkable. They may not make the run in 

record time, but they will arrive in port with everyone 

full of wine and beef. We’ve done what we can, my 

boy, so don’t think about it overly much.” Dailey stood 

and clapped the younger man on the shoulder and 

stepped around him towards the hallway. 

Before he made it two steps, the wireless receiver 

began to crackle. Gaskins grabbed the headphones, 

pulled them over his head, and turned to look back at 

Dailey. He pressed his mouth hard before slipping the 

headphones off and dropping them on the desk. 

“Well?” Dailey waited expectantly.  

“Mr. Sarnoff. He’s giving an official reprimand for 

junking up the lines.” Gaskins turned to the desk and 

rested his chin in both of his hands. 

“What?” Dailey stepped to the desk in dismay. 
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“He says he doesn’t believe Titanic is in danger.” 

“I’m sorry, Horace.” The use of the signalman’s first 

name confirmed Dailey’s sincerity. “Maybe the rest of 

the night will be quiet.” 

It was, except for an additional communication from 

the SS Carpathia that it was speeding toward the 

Titanic to offer aid. Gaskins took down the message, 

and he conveyed it to Dailey. 

“Confirmation of our earlier distress call, Mr. 

Dailey? Do you think Mr. Sarnoff should know?” 

Gaskins handed the paper to his supervisor. 

“Titanic’s unsinkable. After our reprimand, perhaps 

this can wait until morning.” Dailey’s eyes tightened 

with the words, but when he set the paper into a tray for 

the morning, he brightened and said, “Thank you, 

Gaskins. Good job.” 

Gaskins nodded and stepped away. Dailey pulled a 

cigar from a box and clipped the end. As he lighted it, 

he waved the young signalman out of the room, calling, 

“Get on, now.” 

“Yessir.” Gaskins closed the door after him. 
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About RMS Titanic . . . 

 

It was normal for early wireless operators to censure 

each other, even break in on others’ conversations to tell 

them to get off the air. Records show that David Sarnoff 

signed off at 10:00 p.m. If so, he could not have replied 

to Dailey’s report.1 The Titanic’s earliest distress calls 

began with the traditional C.Q.D. but later were 

changed to the more modern S.O.S. The difference in 

time between the Hatteras radio signal received at 11:25 

and the generally accepted time of the collision at 11:38 

to 11:40 is unclear, but the official time of the collision 

is listed at 11:40 p.m.2  

Because of the reprimand Dailey believed he 

received from Sarnoff, he didn’t report a later communi-

cation from the Carpathia that it was speeding to the 

Titanic’s aid.3 

 

 

 

 
1. Hampton, Jeff (April 13, 2008). “Titanic distress message to Hatteras could have 

a hacking mystery.” The Virginian-Pilot. 2019. 

www.pilotonline.com/news/local/history/article_e31e4086-3f31-11e8-8094-

e77b8688ac11.html. 

2. Kozak, Catherine (April 1, 2013). “Titanic’s Chilling N.C. Connection.” Coastal 

Review Online. 2019. www.coastalreview.org/2013/04/titanics-chilling-n-c-

connection/. 

3. “RMS Titanic.” Graveyard of the Atlantic Museum, Hatteras, NC. 2019. 
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No. 19 

 

August 1918 

Diamond Shoals Light Vessel LV-71 
 

The August day was hot off the Diamond Shoals. 

Hatteras, ten miles to the west, was visible from the 

mast in clear weather, but the job of the crew aboard 

was to keep their eyes to sea. They had received 

warnings of possible German submarine sightings, but 

the day’s weather was calm with a light breeze, and the 

afternoon was business as normal. 

Come night, they would fire the light to warn people 

of the shallow waters around them, and should the 

weather build, they would be busy enough, but in balmy 

weather this time of year, there were more mundane 

tasks to attend to. 

No ships were expected to sink in the middle of the 

afternoon. 

Today, they chipped and scraped the paint on the 

20-year-old lightship. Being at sea, the moist, salt-laden 

air worked its way underneath iron fittings, and rust had 

to be battled with diligence or risk undermining the 

integrity of the 122-foot vessel.  

“Hey, Frank, tell me again how your sister likes to 

sing in the church choir.” Samuel Jenkins, in a work-

stained shirt and wearing a cloth cap, paused from 
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employing his wire brush around a cleat. The bright sun 

glistened on the sweat running down his face, and 

unthinkingly, he lifted an arm to pull his sleeve across 

his forehead. His cap shifted, catching in the light 

breeze, and he grabbed the bill, lifting the cap and 

glancing sunward before tugging it down, nearly 

brushing his eyebrows. 

“Which sister?” Frank Howland boasted a paint 

brush, and he was opposite Samuel’s starboard posi-

tion, giving a coat of paint to the gunwales on the port 

side. His dark hair curled from under a paint-spattered 

cap, and he boasted a streak of white on one cheek. He 

didn’t look up but kept his head bowed and his eyes on 

his brush. He was edging in a fine line, not that anyone 

aboard the ship especially cared.  

 “Yeah, which one, the one that’s married, or the 

eight-year-old?” The voice was deeper, Benjamin 

Royce’s from up the side of the stack. He was fuller 

around the waist, and his eyes sparkled with pleasure. 

His face dimpled in a smile as he spoke. The old 

steamship had twin masts, but the engine belowdecks 

was the power behind the LV-71. Anchors kept the 

lightship in place in weather like today, but when the 

sea gods stirred from their hidey holes, the lightship 

fought back with steam power and the steady hands of 

the chief engineer. 

And the eleven men on the ship with him. 

Today, the engines were stilled and the ship silent, 

except for the rasping of Jenkins’ wire brush and the 
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metallic creaking of the stack as it took Royce’s weight 

as he cleaned and prepared for a new coat of paint later 

in the week. In the distance were several ships, though 

that wasn’t unusual. The shoals were just off Hatteras, 

and the Hatteras Inlet was a major shipping passage. 

Come night, and the Hatteras light would join the 

Diamond Shoals vessel in calling out to sailors to 

beware the dangers of testing their draft against the 

floor of the sea. 

The sea would win, the lights announced. Go 

around, go around, go around. 

In addition to the brushes and creaking metal, sea 

birds squawked and cried for food, and the voices of the 

three men, teasing each other in a good-humored way, 

gave a familiar and homey feel to the scene.  

Jenkins laughed at Royce’s teasing answer, calling, 

“The one just out of school. She must be nineteen, now? 

I’m thinking it’s about time for me to settle down. Isn’t 

her name Matilda? She could do worse than to marry a 

crewman from a lightship.” 

“She could do better, too,” Royce laughed. “Much 

better, because she’s the pretty one.” 

Howland was finishing his line with his brush, and 

as he sat up, he chortled at the back-and-forth. Then he 

stood and nodded out to sea. “How’s that? What do you 

think’s going on?” 

“Eh?” Jenkins followed his line of sight, and he 

stood, still holding his wire brush. “It’s a ship, man. 

They’re a dime a dozen out here.” 
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“No, that.” Howland pointed with his brush to where 

a darker shape hunkered in the gentle sea, and a white 

streak moved across the water just under the surface. 

“My God,” Royce cried, scrambling down from the 

stack. “Torpedoes. It’s the Germans. We’ve got to let 

the officer of the deck know.”  

“Germans? Here?” Jenkins blurted. 

The question was moot. Clearly, they were. The 

design of the conning tower was obvious even from a 

distance. 

Within minutes, radio officer Eldridge Enderbush 

was radioing messages across the waves to warn ships 

away. A second radio officer was in contact with 

Hatteras Station to report an unknown ship being 

shelled near its location. 

It was minutes before the submarine’s deck guns 

turned the lightship’s direction, soon taking out the 

wireless room. The two officers were quick to look to 

the lifeboat as their best option, and with no time to 

gather any supplies or personal belongings, they 

prepared and lowered the lifeboat, hustled the eight 

crew, two wireless operators, and themselves onboard, 

and began to row from the damaged ship as quickly as 

they could. 

“Look at that,” Jenkins said, as he pulled an oar, 

forcing it through the low waves. He faced the LV-71, 

now battered and still enduring repeated shelling by the 

Germans. “They just won’t quit.” 

Then an explosion ripped the air, and red billowed 
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from the stricken lightship. 

“That’s it,” Enderbush said. “I wonder if we helped 

save anyone.” His face was blackened with soot. He’d 

been in the wireless room when it was hit, and he barely 

escaped with his life. 

“We did the best we could.” Royce clapped him on 

the shoulder. At the other end of the lifeboat, the 

officers directed the crew manning the oars, and as one, 

they forced the boat forward in the waves as the 

Germans and their war machine turned from the 

foundering lightship in search of another target. 
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About Diamond Shoals Light Vessel LV-71 . . . 

 

The German submarine U-140 sank the LV-71 to 

silence its radio warnings to other ships. The submarine 

also took down the Standard Oil tanker O.B. Jennings 

off the Virginia coast and the schooner Stanley M. 

Seaman off the Hatteras coast on two previous days. 

After the sinking of the lightship, the German vessel 

was sighted off the coast of North Carolina in a busy 

shipping lane.1 

The wireless room of the LV-71 was taken out first 

by the deck guns of the U-140. After a hurried 

evacuation, the twelve crew were able to make it safely 

back to shore. After the lightship sank, the U-140 turned 

back to the unarmed steamship Merak to destroy it. The 

British steamship Bencleuch was attacked but managed 

to escape. A 1919 Light House Service bulletin credited 

the LV-71 with warning away more than 25 vessels 

with its radio transmission.2 

The names of the crew on board the LV-71 that 

precipitous day aren’t recorded, but the jobs they 

performed would certainly have been similar to those of 

the characters in this story. 
 

1. “World War I U-Boat Casualty Off Cape Hatteras.” North Carolina Department 

of Natural and Cultural Resources. 2019. www.ncdcr.gov/blog/2014/08/06/world-

war-i-u-boat-casualty-off-cape-hatteras. 

2. “LV-71 (Diamond Shoals Lightship).” Monitor National Marine Sanctuary. 2019. 

www.monitor.noaa.gov/shipwrecks/lv-71.html.  
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No. 20 

 

August 1918 

SS Mirlo 
 

Surfman No. 8 Leroy Midgett stood in the Chica-

macomico Station’s lookout tower and scanned the sea. 

The Stations were now part of the new U.S. Coast 

Guard as of 1915, but the job they did was the same. 

The schedules had been changed recently, and instead 

of his normal 6:00 a.m. to noon watch, today he was 

pulling a full twelve hours on duty until 6:00 p.m. 

“A double watch makes for a long day,” he mut-

tered to himself as he used a folded cloth to wipe sweat 

from his forehead. The sun beat on the roof overhead, 

and it shimmered on the golden sand. 

Still, he was as prepared as he had been able to 

make himself, with sandwiches wrapped in cheese-

cloth, a jar of water covered with the same to keep the 

flies out, and several extra sausages from breakfast. 

Each of the windows in the tower was raised to catch as 

much breeze as possible. The offshore storm the day 

before had left the seas rough, and the booming of the 

breakers as they slammed solid fists of water into the 

shore could be felt in the floorboards under his feet. The 

wind, however, was light and turning from the 

northeast, and Midgett figured the seas would soon 
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calm.  

All-in-all, except for the 12-hour duty, it was as 

perfect a summer day as he could expect on Hatteras 

Island. 

The fly in the ointment was the news from Cape 

Hatteras Station. The lightship at Diamond Shoals had 

been sunk by a German U-boat. All crewmen had made 

it safely to shore, and the reserve boat would soon be 

brought up, but it seemed a bad omen to Midgett. It was 

as if he could expect something to happen today. 

“Ah, a steamer,” Midgett said to himself, as he lifted 

his binoculars to gauge the distance. “I guess maybe 

nine miles out.” It was due east of the Station, heading 

on what looked to be a Norfolk to Florida run. It was a 

common one, and ships did it all the time. 

Now, though, with the Germans off the East Coast, 

any commercial ship was skirting safety in the shipping 

lanes. 

The windows of the lookout tower rattled in their 

frames, and Midgett scanned the horizon, first from the 

north and slowly sweeping south. Off the Diamond 

Shoals, in the direction of the sunken lightship, a white 

cloud was rising from the sea. 

“This don’t look good.” Midgett held the glasses on 

the cloud, turning his gaze as it moved north, and after a 

short time, he could make out the lines of a large tanker. 

She was pushing full speed, with white-water pushing 

out from alongside her bow and creating a substantial 

wake. With his glasses trained on her as she neared 
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Wimble Shoals Buoy, he noted she changed to a 

northeasterly direction.  

It was about a quarter of five when Midgett saw the 

first sign of the disaster that was to come. The tanker 

erupted in a red ball of flames amidships. The geyser of 

water that reached skyward covered the aft portion of 

the steamer. 

“Must be a German torpedo,” he said to no one, 

remembering the Diamond Shoals lightship. Several 

other ships had been sunk in the previous days, also. He 

called to Keeper John Midgett, “Captain Johnnie, a ship 

has been torpedoed, and no, I don’t know the name of 

her.” 

“Can you give me an approximate location?” the 

keeper inquired. 

“I judge her about six miles out.” He watched the 

vessel, still pouring smoke, circle the buoy and head out 

to sea. Then, flames erupted, a second explosion rattled 

the Station’s windows, and the smoke pouring from her 

turned a thick black. 

Leroy Midgett still had his binoculars trained on the 

burning ship when a third explosion broke her back, and 

she began drifting in two opposite directions. 

John Midgett, known as Captain Johnnie because of 

the high number of Midgetts at the Station (including 

Arthur Midgett, Rasmus Midgett’s son; Zion Midgett; 

and Clarence Midgett; in addition to Leroy), called all 

hands to the boats. He needed everyone, even the 

surfman on liberty. 

– 117 – 



 

 

 

 

 

Prochorus O’Neal was first to the stables, calling to 

the men, “You, Arthur, Leroy, get that harness on the 

animals.” He grabbed gear from the wall, throwing a 

harness to Zion Midgett. “Put yourself to work, boy. 

That’s ships going down before we can get there, if’n 

we don’t push ourselves.” 

It was only three minutes before the animals were 

leaving the stables for the Station, and O’Neal directed 

the crew to hitch up the McLellen boat wagon loaded 

with Motor Self-Bailing Surfboat No. 1046. 

The sand was firm, and the 600 yards to the surf 

disappeared under the surfmen’s feet in only minutes. 

The breakers as the men lifted the surfboat off the boat 

wagon were running eighteen to twenty feet. Several 

times the boat filled with water and had to be returned 

to shore and drained, but on the fourth time, the boat 

cleared the breakers and began to work its way out to 

sea. 

It was now 5:00 p.m. 

Finally at sea, they had five miles to go, only to face 

overturned lifeboats from the wrecked ship, men who 

were burned and in dire need of help, and exploding 

barrels of oil surrounding the foundering craft. Unfazed, 

Captain Johnnie pointed his powered surfboat into the 

melee, pulling six sailors from flames that were so hot 

they blistered the paint on the surfboat. 

It was near dark when the surfboat and the sur-

viving lifeboats from the SS Mirlo came ashore. They 

still had to brave the huge breakers before they could 
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reach safety. Four trips were made through the perilous 

surf by Captain Johnnie and his men before the 42 men 

saved from the Mirlo were safely ashore. 

“Captain Midgett,” Captain Williams of the stricken 

Mirlo said to the Chicamacomico keeper once they were 

ashore, “You and your men are as brave as any I have 

ever seen for entering into the fires of Hell to rescue my 

men. It would have been impossible for me and my 

crew, as exhausted as we were, to do the same.” 

The next morning, the sailors from the Mirlo were 

fed and they boarded the USS Logonia to sail for 

Norfolk, Virgina. Captain Williams had left earlier that 

morning by seaplane for the same destination. 
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About SS Mirlo. . . 

 

The story of the Mirlo is recorded in numerous 

books and online sites, and the details vary by the 

source. What’s established is the severity of the damage 

to the stricken ship and the unfettered courage of the 

men of Chicamacomico Station.1 

Originally part of the U.S. Life-Saving Service, in 

1915, the Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station became 

the Chicamacomico Coast Guard Station. It’s now 

known that the SS Mirlo struck a German mine left by a 

German U-boat probably earlier that day.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
1. “The Story of the Mirlo Rescue.” U.S. Life-Saving Station Chicamacomico 

Historic Site. 2019. www.chicamacomico.org/99th-mirlo-commemoration/. 

2. Stick, David and Carter, Kathy (2006). “Mirlo Rescue.” NCpedia. 2019. 

www.ncpedia.org/mirlo-rescue.  
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No. 21 

 

Summer 1921 

Captain Unaka Jennette 
 

Unaka Jennette, tall and sturdy, and known to 

various people as Captain Naka, Captain Akey, or 

simply Cap’n, stood at the bumper to his car and 

watched the goings-on high in the air above him. 

As principal keeper at Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, 

general maintenance fell into his repertoire, from 

cleaning the Fresnel lens high in the tower, to ensuring 

the grounds were neatly clipped and the pens for the 

hogs and chickens were regularly cleaned. 

Buckets of paint and crumpled drop cloths littered 

the ground around the base of the lighthouse, and over 

the sound of the sea breaking at the bottom of the cliff, 

laughter floated down to Jennette. The lighthouse was 

receiving a new coat of paint, and the paint box 

suspended from the deck rail on the side of the 

lighthouse bounced unnecessarily. 

“Raymond, what are you boys doing up there?” 

Jennette held a bullhorn in his hand, calling into it to 

make sure he got the painters’ attention. He had hired in 

several local teens to assist the painting crew. Raymond 

Willers, Shanky Nibbs, and Willard Bellinger were 

together in the box, and while they were good boys, it 
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was a Saturday morning, and boys would be boys. 

“Nothing, Cap’n. Just painting.” Raymond, with his 

thick shock of blond hair, leaned over and waved a fat 

brush full of white paint. “Making good progress, too.” 

“How ’bout them other two? They making good 

progress, also?” Jennette watched as a red-headed youth 

and a dark-haired boy appeared. The red-head was 

Shanky Nibbs, and his freckle-covered shoulders were 

bare and sunburnt. Willard Bellinger, with his dark 

looks, contrasted with the white coveralls he wore, with 

various colors of paint on them, not from the lighthouse, 

the keeper trusted. 

“Fine, Cap’n Naka,” they called. 

“Better not see any rowdiness up there. You let me 

know when you need the box moved.” 

“We will,” the three boys called in unison. 

Jennette reached through the open car window and 

set the bullhorn face down on the seat. The rear of the 

vehicle was jacked up with a rear tire removed and an 

empty hub bolted on. A rope encircled the hub, and the 

free end ran through the air to the top of the lighthouse 

to a block and tackle at the lantern room level. 

The car served as their pully to move the paint box, 

about five feet wide and ten or twelve feet long, up and 

down the face of the lighthouse. Now the parking brake 

was set. When the boys finished where they were, 

Jennette would start up the engine and either reverse or 

engage first gear to move them to their new position. At 

day’s end, the boys would be lowered to the ground to 
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head home for the night, releasing them from their 

duties with their paint brushes. 

A bird called from the distance, and Jennette looked 

seaward to see several circling. Behind him, from the 

keeper’s house, his wife, Miss Sudie, rang the lunch 

bell. The scent of mown clover from the compound 

grounds faded into the aroma of fried ham, and Jennette 

lifted the bullhorn and called to the boys. 

“You boys okay with me heading over for some 

lunch?” 

He got three affirmatives, and he moved to the 

concrete walk that connected the keepers’ structures. 

There were coal bins, cisterns and water towers, even 

privies, one for each family. Almy, eight, Vivian, five, 

Myrtle, two, and newborn Rany would be inside, if they 

weren’t lunching at one of the double keepers’ houses. 

In the afternoon, the children would be running the 

grounds, never wanting for the company of others their 

own age. 

“I’m here, Mama,” Jennette called into the house as 

he stepped inside. “Lunch smells good.” 

Miss Sudie appeared with an apron wrapped around 

her, and her hair in a tight knot at the base of her neck. 

She had a cloth in her hand wiping her fingers. “Might 

taste good, too. Almy is with the Quidleys for lunch. I 

made sure she had permission. Oh, the baby’s down for 

her nap, so we won’t be disturbed while you eat.” 

“That’s fine. I can’t take long at lunch. The boys 

from the village are up on the tower, and they need 
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supervision.” He glanced out the screen door to where 

he could see the car on its jack, but not the box at the 

top of the lighthouse. 

“They’re good kids, Papa. You worry overmuch. 

Come sit. I’ve made pie just for you.” 

“And for Vivian and Myrtle, I suppose?” His eyes 

twinkled. 

“They’re at the table, if you’ll be so kind as to wash 

up and join us.” 

During lunch, the noise from the box that had 

troubled Jennette earlier began to filter into the 

residence. Jennette frowned and folded his napkin and 

placed it beside his plate. “I suspect white lightning or 

something like up in that box where I can’t see.” 

Miss Sudie placed a hand on his arm and whis-

pered, “Be kind.” 

“Just a little lesson,” he muttered. The tall keeper 

stood, leaned over to kiss his two daughters on the 

forehead, and he headed toward the front door. 

Just outside, the sun beat against the green grass, 

and it shimmered off the windshield of his car. Quietly, 

he opened and closed the screen door, walked gently 

down the steps and made his way to the car. Opening 

the door with a careful release of the latch, he sat inside, 

pressed the clutch, and fired up the engine. Releasing 

the parking brake, he shifted into first gear and let it 

engage the smallest amount. The car shifted with the 

movement of the box far overhead, and Jennette grinned 

when he heard the yells of surprise from the paint box. 
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He reset the parking brake and killed the engine 

before getting out of the car. He expected the painting 

overhead would continue without further incident for 

the rest of the afternoon. As he walked to the house, he 

caught sight of Miss Sudie on the backside of the screen 

door, and he raised an arm to wave. 

He had the rest of his lunch to finish, and he 

intended to enjoy it all.  
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About Captain Unaka Jennette . . . 

 

Unaka Jennette served for a decade and a half in the 

U.S. Lighthouse Service before coming to Cape 

Hatteras Lighthouse as primary keeper in 1919. When 

the lighthouse was automated in 1939, he transferred to 

Roanoke Marshes Lighthouse in Wanchese until his 

retirement in 1943.1 

Five of Jennette’s seven children were born during 

his service at the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. This story 

about the paint box really happened, although the 

timeframe has been skewed a bit. On one such occasion, 

according to good friend Raymond Basnett, Jennette 

lost control of the turn on the car’s hub, and the paint 

box fell hard against the stone base of the lighthouse, 

turning over and tumbling everyone out onto the 

ground. No one was seriously injured, and they laughed 

about it afterward.2 

The names of the teens in this story are fictious, as I 

was unable to find out any more about them. 

 

 

 

 

 
1. “Unaka Benjamin Jennette.” National Park Service. 2019. 

www.nps.gov/people/unakabenjaminjennette.htm. 

2. “The Longest Helm.” Lighthouse Digest. 2019. http://www.lighthousedigest. 

com/Digest/StoryPage.cfm?StoryKey=1010.  
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No. 22 

 

March 1932 

Captain J.B. “Toby” Tillett 
 

The sideways rain pummeled the windows in Toby 

Tillett’s living room, vibrating the sashes as though 

being shaken by a giant fist. Tall, with pronounced 

cheekbones, Tillett seemed a formidable adversary to 

the storm battering Roanoke Island. Water washed the 

glass, blurring the trees and out-buildings. The large 

maple at the end of the drive leaned one way, then the 

next, as if in a choreographed dance with the sky. 

Standing close, he felt damp spray through the gaps 

between frame and sash with every pummeling gust, 

and he worried. 

“Will this storm take everything I’ve worked to 

build?” 

“Now, Toby, come away from that window,” Zeta, 

his wife, called to him. She sat in a floral, overstuffed 

chair with a small oil lamp at her side holding a 

magazine in one hand. A heavy, crocheted shawl 

wrapped her shoulders, and she absently adjusted it 

tighter with one hand. The glow from the lamp was 

barely enough to read, but the electricity was down. She 

pulled the lamp closer and studied the words. “It says 

here that planting flowers on the southern side of the 
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house will give them an advantage over other locations. 

I guess it’s longer sun, and the ground warms earlier. 

You can plant sooner for a lengthier season, and I’m 

sure if works for flowers, it’ll be good for a vegetable 

garden, too. That’s my take.” She looked up and smiled. 

“Will it, Zeta?” Toby hadn’t moved from the win-

dow, and he glowered in the reflection. 

“Will it what?” She closed the magazine and set it 

aside. 

“This is a hurricane, if you ask me. The whole 

village of Wanchese will be underwater before this is 

over.” 

“You don’t know that, Toby. All of Bodie Island 

would be underwater before Roanoke Island can sub-

merge. It’s just rain.” 

The house shuddered, and the whistle of ever-

greater winds told differently. Tillett’s concern was his 

ferry service. Eight years previously, he and his father 

had determined a need for automobile passage to and 

from Hatteras over the Oregon Inlet, and that paying 

customers could keep a regular ferry in business. He had 

started with barges and tugboats, but he now owned a 

fleet of two-car ferries, sturdy wooden boats constructed 

of heavy timbers, with sidewalls of four-by-fours and a 

small wheelhouse to protect the pilot in inclement 

weather. A ramp system at the bow allowed cars to 

drive on and off, and a shallow draft let Toby drive right 

up to the landing—or the beach, if that suited his 

clientele better.  
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His most worrisome concern was his new 14-car 

ferry delivered only the previous year. 

“You can feel it, Zeta. It’s not just rain. That’s my 

livelihood out there.” 

The water in the distance whipped and churned, and 

there was the chance his livelihood would not be there 

in the future, not with the rate at which the storm was 

building. A small shed lost its tin roof, and the metal 

took off like a crazed bird, swirling and flapping, until it 

was out of sight in the darkened sky. 

The storm continued for hours before easing, with 

what seemed like twenty-to-thirty inches of rain. Water 

flooded the surrounding lawn, and trees lay broken and 

maimed. Their house still stood, even if a tree had come 

down against the back bedroom and cracked a window. 

Tillett’s first measure of business after checking for 

damage to their home was to check on his boats, and to 

determine what was and wasn’t left of his life’s work. 

“I’ll be out for a time, Zeta. Things are letting up, 

and I need to see what’s left.” Tillett had his knee-high 

rubbers out, and he sat on the sofa and slid his feet 

inside. The water was nearly to the middle step on the 

porch. He would be wading, there was no doubt about 

that. 

“You watch for snakes. You know they like to come 

out when the water’s up. And wear your slicker,” she 

insisted, as though she had to. It was raining outside, 

though the wind had let up.  

 “I’ll be back with the news. Hope for the best with 
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me, Zeta. From the looks of things round here, we need 

it.” 

It was true. The siding on the house had been 

pummeled with the storm, with sticks and small stones 

thrown at the building by the sideways wind like it was 

a contest to see who could throw harder. The wood was 

dimpled, and two shutters were broken, with the slats 

barely hanging on. The roof was peeled back in several 

places, and where the tree had fallen on the back 

bedroom, the eave was broken and hanging. It was a 

wonder the rain hadn’t flooded inside as much as it had 

outside. 

On the way to the landing, Tillett saw a few people 

out, some in small boats, and others afoot. Two or three 

rode horses, that way keeping their feet out of the 

churned-up water. He called them by name, asked how 

they had done during the spell of weather, and moved 

on to the next house. 

The ferry landing broke his heart. Where his wharf 

had once stood, piers poked crookedly out of the water. 

His boats, gone, all. He scanned the horizon from island 

to island, and to where water met sky, and nothing. 

From his home on Wanchese on Roanoke Island, 

protected by the long expanse of Bodie Island, all he 

could see was the destruction of the storm, with the land 

laid waste. 

Even the Barcelona, his newest ferry, built only the 

previous year, with its 14-car capacity, lost to the raging 

of wind and water.  
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Toby Tillett was not a man to give up. His ferries 

were not only used by travelers to Hatteras, but also by 

the U.S. Postal Service, providing him incentive to get 

his operation back in service as soon as practical 

circumstances allowed. In that moment, he formulated a 

plan. Within days, he gathered endorsements from 

several friends and headed up to Elizabeth City to a 

banker he knew. 

With a loan of several hundred dollars (quite an 

amount in the depths of the Depression), and with his 

good credit with suppliers and local businesses, Captain 

J.B. Tillett vowed to bring his business back, even 

stronger than before.  

That was exactly what he did.  
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About Captain J.B. “Toby” Tillett . . . 

 

J.B. Tillett and his father began ferrying people 

across the Oregon Inlet from Roanoke Island to Hatteras 

Island in 1924. In 1931, Tillett ordered a 14-car ferry, 

the Barcelona, for which he charged $2 per car,1 as 

Tillett’s original system of barges and tug-boats was no 

longer enough for the numbers of people who needed to 

access the island.2 

Electricity was available on the Outer Banks by the 

early 1930s, although with the hurricane and the 

damage that ensued, it was likely the service went down 

early in the storm.3 

Tillett recovered from the hurricane of 1932, and he 

sold his Oregon Inlet Ferry Service to the State of North 

Carolina about 1950 and retired to his 300-acre family 

home at Wanchese on Roanoke Island.4 

 

 

1. Wagoner, Mike (May 11, 2017). “N.C. Ferry System Marks 70-Year 

Anniversary.” NCCOAST. 2019. www.nccoast.com/publications/carolina-shore/n-c-

ferry-system-marks--year-anniversary/article_6e17d25a-3660-11e7-b6c9-

7fe3c4658ded.html. 

2. Davis, Anita Price. North Carolina and World War II: A Documentary Portrait. 

McFarland and Company, Inc. 2015.  

3. “Hatteras History.” Hatteras, NC. 2019. www.hatteras-nc.com/hatteras-

history.html. 

4. The Coastland Times (November 21, 1958). “Toby Tillett Ferry.” Dare County 

Photographs. 2019. www.ncgenweb.us/dare/photosbios/ tilletttobyferry.html. 
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No. 23 

 

1933 

Hatteras Island’s Plank Roads 
 

Herbert Simpson gunned the engine of his 1930 

black Chevrolet Universal. His wife, Lena, sat beside 

him, holding to her hat with one hand and her purse 

with the other. Their two children, Willy and Sally, 

bounced up and down in the back seat. The windows 

were down because of the suffocating summer heat, and 

sand was flying everywhere. The boxy, upright 

automobile was working hard, but it was making very 

little progress. 

“Herbert,” Lena wailed. “Please stop.”  

The car jerked sideways, with the rear wheels dig-

ging in on one side, and then throwing a wall of sand 

into the sky. Much of it missed the running boards and 

came through Lena’s window, showering her with 

brown specks. 

“Herbert! Look what you’ve done!” Lena’s voice 

was drowned out by the children’s cries of, “More, 

Daddy. Do it some more.” 

“Fiddlesticks,” Herbert spat, and he hit the steering 

wheel with the heel of his hand before looking in the 

dashboard mirror to see his children covering their 

mouths and giggling at his near-obscenity. “Where is 
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that road? It has to be under here somewhere.” 

The Simpsons were on their way to Lena’s family 

home on Hatteras Island. She’d inherited it from her 

Aunt Lucy, who’d gotten it from her Grandmother 

DeCamp. It was a big old place, battered by the harsh 

weather, but it still stood. It was theirs, too. Herbert was 

delivering them for the summer, and he’d return in 

August to ferry them back to Raleigh for the fall school 

session. After the hurricane of the previous year and the 

damage to Tillett’s ferries, they weren’t sure they’d be 

able to get across, but Herbert had made a call and been 

promised passage. The ferry had dropped the ramp right 

on the packed sand beach facing Pamlico Sound, and 

Herbert had been able to drive the first few hundred feet 

with no problem. 

Now he was in the soft sand away from the beach, 

and his tires were dug in. 

“Daddy, can we get out and play?” That was Willy, 

and he leaned over the front seat, one arm dangling. His 

eyes gleamed with excitement. 

“Lena?” Herbert looked at her, dropping his chin in 

an attempt to glare. 

“Perhaps they need a restroom break. I’ll walk them 

out of sight, and we’ll be right back.” 

“Yea!” Clapping erupted from the back seat, and the 

two rear suicide doors burst open. Lena exited, also, 

calling to the children to wait up, as she stepped into the 

soft sand and sank to her ankles. Herbert called, “See? 

Aren’t you glad we got the four-door version? They 
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both have their own doors!” He yelled the final part at 

her retreating back, and he was irritated that she didn’t 

acknowledge his complaint. 

Herbert opened his door to see if he could deter-

mine why they had no traction. This was clearly the 

road, even if it was only sand. There were the markers, 

and he could see where people had kept the vegetation 

pushed back with their tires. He pulled in a deep breath, 

removed his suit jacket, and worked his tie loose. At the 

back of the car, he lifted the lid to the trunk that sat 

below the back window. He’d attached it for this trip, 

and he’d thought to include a folding shovel. It would 

come in handy, now. He worked it out from amid the 

rest of the supplies Lena had packed, and he opened it to 

its full length.  

“Now, road, we’ll find you under there some-

where.” He leaned over at the back of the car, and just 

behind the back tire, he dug in and threw his first shovel 

of sand. 

The road was under there, though it was less a road 

than a track. To get around on the island, since there 

were no roads, wooden tracks had been laid, just wide 

enough for each tire. Once he got on it, it was easy to 

follow. Small wooden curbs were affixed to each side to 

guide the wheels when the sand blew over the track and 

covered them.  

Like now. 

He had one wheel finished and was working on 

another when Lena returned with the children. 
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“Did you find the problem, Daddy?” Willy walked 

up beside him and leaned down with his hands on his 

knees.  

“Where’d the road go, Daddy?” That was Sally. 

“It’s under there somewhere. These dunes,” Herbert 

remarked evenly, less stressed than when he had gunned 

the engine, “have moved, and they’re covered up. We’ll 

find them.” 

He looked at Lena and smiled, and she smiled back. 

She was very pretty, and he was going to miss her. He 

might have to make another trip out in a month, maybe 

take the whole weekend. It was when he thrust the 

shovel back into the sand that he hit payday. His blade 

whacked something hard, and he knew there was 

nothing hard on this spit of sand except that plank road. 

“I’ve found it, Lena.” He called to her trium-

phantly. “Give me five minutes, and we’ll be on the way 

again.” 

Only one tire was on the plank road, as it turned out, 

but it was the drive tire. Herbert walked toward the 

beach where the sand was wet, and he brought up 

shovelful after shovelful to pack under the other three 

wheels so he could back up onto the planks using his 

good wheel. Patting his damp sand ramps firm with his 

shovel, he folded it and called to Willy and Sally. 

“Okay, kids! Here’s how it’s done.” He opened the 

car door, climbed inside, and started the motor. Putting 

the machine in reverse, he gunned the engine, but it 

didn’t move. Taking a deep breath, he considered how 
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to get more traction.  

Then it came to him.  

“Willy, Sally, in the back, now. Lena, you, too. 

Inside.” 

“Herbert?” Lena had seen the spinning tires. She 

leaned on the car door without opening it, and she 

looked at him through the window. “Herbert, you do 

know you’re not unstuck.” 

“Just do it,” he insisted. Once they were in, he 

pressed the clutch and shifted into reverse. Then he 

laughed and yelled, “Bounce, everybody, as hard as you 

can.” 

Even Lena got into it, and the car began to go up 

and down like a pogo stick. Herbert gunned the engine, 

and in jumping spurts, the drive wheel yanked that big, 

black Chevrolet back onto the plank road easy as you 

please. Herbert hit the brakes, shifted into first, and let 

out the clutch. The car moved forward. It had to claw its 

way through the sand drifted over the road, but the 

wooden curbs kept the tires on track, and soon they 

were singing, happy to be in the sun, and ready for their 

summer adventure to begin.  
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About Hatteras Island’s Plank Roads . . . 

 

The first paved roads on the Outer Banks appeared 

sometime in the mid-1930s, and then only in Nags Head 

on Bodie Island. Hatteras Island and Ocracoke Island 

didn’t get asphalt until the 1950s.1 

Locals managed by driving the tide line or high up 

on the island, following the tracks of previous cars that 

helped pack the sand. One solution was the plank roads, 

built as described in the story. During the 1930s, the 

Civilian Conservation Corps began planting sea oats 

and taking other measures to slow down the constant 

movement of sand on the islands.2 In the end, the 

blowing sand would cover everything, and what didn’t 

get covered, the pounding surf would eat away, but at 

least those who dared during these hazardous years 

could brave the islands—if they stayed on the plank 

roads! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. Harrison, Molly (June 1, 2010). “Drive Along the Beach Road.” Our State. 2019. 

www.ourstate.com/nc-highway-12/. 

2. Exhibit. Hatteras Museum at the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. Cape Hatteras 

National Seashore. 2019.  

– 138 – 



 

 

 

 

 

 

No. 24 

 

1935 

Bodie Island, The Outer Banks 
 

Warren Swartz set his two-wheeled wooden cart 

down next to where Robert Duncan lounged in the sand. 

A long finger of shade lay across the island, dark 

against light, almost matching up with the line of sea 

oats Duncan’s team had planted in the salty soil. Bodie 

Island Lighthouse stood at the apex of shadow and light, 

pointing skyward, connecting the land beneath to the 

heavens above.  

“Brought some more plants,” Swartz said in a 

truncated drawl. He stood over six feet with rangy 

limbs, big feet, and a thick shock of wild hair. His neck 

was burned brown with the sun, and his sleeves were 

unrolled to his wrists and tightly buttoned. His eyes 

were alive with taking in the world around him, but his 

face was smooth, giving away his secret. 

Swartz was only fourteen. 

From a money-starved backwoods family holed up 

in the unmolested wilds of Arkansas, he’d joined up 

with the Civilian Conservation Corps on the promise of 

three squares a day. It was a dream he’d never dared 

hold for the first thirteen years of his life. Working 

cotton at twelve had only scarred his hands and 
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forearms while his family had sucked away his pay. 

Now, they still sucked away his pay, but he got to eat 

three times a day. 

“Obliged. Want a smoke?” Duncan held out a hand-

rolled cigarette. One end was wet with the taste of 

Duncan’s lips, and the other glowed. A red-and-black 

piece of paper flared and fell from the end, drifting to 

the sand where it died. 

“Yeah.” Swartz looked around furtively as if afraid 

of being seen, and he took the fag, leaned down, and 

drew in a long hit before handing it back to the seated 

man. The fourteen-year-old stood, his back rigid, and 

holding in the smoke, while a pained expression fought 

its way across his face. Half a minute later, he blew his 

cheeks out, and smoke flooded from his nose. 

“Impressive,” Duncan said in an admiring voice. 

The boy burst out coughing, and he put his hand 

over his mouth to hold it in. His eyes watered, and he 

wiped them with a dirty sleeve. 

“Good, huh?” Duncan laughed as he pulled on the 

cigarette. He didn’t hold it in, however, letting the grey 

cloud drift from his lips as soon as he sucked it in. 

Enveloped in the haze, he forced his fingers through a 

bush of blond hair cut very short on the sides but long 

on top. It fell as soon as his hand came away. 

“Yeah.” Swartz pointed to the sea oats. “You want 

those?” 

“Over there,” Duncan said, pointing about twenty 

feet to the bare sand, just past where the finger of the 
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lighthouse’s shadow cut the patch of sand in half. “You 

guys finished with the fences out on the beach?” 

“Yeah, mostly,” the boy let out. He took the han-

dles of the cart in his hands and lifted it. “You gonna 

help unload?” 

“Nah, you got it. I’m taking a break.” Behind 

Duncan, stretching all the way to the keeper’s quarters, 

a grid of sea oats turned the sand into three-foot 

diamonds, all divided by the shadows crawling from 

each plant, and growing long as the day progressed. 

“Okay, then.” Swartz wheeled the cart to the empty 

sand and unloaded the grass in three fat armfuls. He 

hefted his two-wheeled cart and headed back to the line 

of trucks, shifting his shoulders under his roughly sewn 

shirt. 

He got clothes, too, new ones when he’d joined, 

something he’d never had before. They took some 

breaking in, however, and they weren’t there, yet. 

“Captain?” He approached a man, older, probably in 

his late twenties, sitting in the cab of the lead truck with 

the door open. One leg rested on the sill, and the other 

was inside. He idly flipped through a magazine, and he 

looked up at Swartz’s approach. 

“You need something? There’s water in the back.” 

True enough, the trucks brought water, gear, dune 

fencing, and plants. Everything. If they didn’t bring it 

out with them, they didn’t have it. 

“Want to work on the fences again.” Swartz blew 

out his cheeks, a sign of his exasperation. “Planting’s no 
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fun.” 

For weeks, they’d been building brush fences along 

the natural beach line, pounding poles into the sand, 

attaching wood railings, and whatever they’d been told 

to do. It was hard, but Swartz had grown up with hard. 

It was better pounding than rolling, that was for sure. 

“Yeah, Swartz, I hear you.” The captain, though he 

didn’t look like the title was a military one, was back to 

his magazine, and he idly flipped a page as he talked. 

“Let’s look at it from my point of view. You think you 

can do that?” 

“Sure,” Swartz answered, a hopeful note in his 

voice. 

“Good. You like to eat, am I right?” The captain 

glanced up just for a moment, catching the boy’s eyes, 

and back to his magazine. 

“Sure,” Swartz acknowledged. 

“Am I feeding you three squares?” Another page 

turned. 

“Yessir.” The hopeful expression faded off the boy’s 

face. He could see where this was going. 

“You got a tent to sleep in at night, with a soft cot?” 

He hit the final word hard. 

“Yessir.” 

“And clothes to wear?” The captain’s eyes looked at 

the boy again, this time hard and narrow. 

“Yeah,” barely whispered. 

“What was that, Swartz?” Light and friendly. 

“Yessir.” Swartz’s shoulders drooped, and he 
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twisted one booted foot anxiously. 

“And one more thing I give you, boy. You know 

what that is?” 

“Um, I, well . . .” 

“You get paid for all these luxuries. You’re from 

where, Luzianna?” The captain pushed the word 

together into Lou-ze-anna. 

“Arkansas.” 

“Well, if you don’t want to leave this beautiful 

beach and make your way back to Arkansas, and you 

want supper tonight and breakfast in the morning, I 

suggest you load up some grass in that cart and get back 

to work.” The captain flipped another page without 

looking up. 

“Yessir.” Shrunken, the tall boy walked away with 

bowed shoulders and dragging his oversized feet. 

When he got his cart back to where Duncan’s crew 

were once again planting the sea oats, he rolled up 

beside the man. Duncan was on his knees just in the 

shade from the lighthouse, with a spade in one hand and 

the other buried in the sand to his elbow. His hair 

tumbled over his face. Swartz cleared his throat and 

Duncan sat up, shaking his hair back without much 

success. 

“You want these?” Swartz didn’t point but stood 

with drooping shoulders. 

“Over there,” Duncan replied, pointing, and he 

stuffed a plant in his fresh hole. 

“Okay, then,” and the boy rolled the cart toward the 
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sun.  
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About Bodie Island, The Outer Banks . . . 

 

Before the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and 

the Works Progress Administration (WPA) came to the 

Outer Banks in the 1930s, the dunes were low, and the 

barrier islands regularly overwashed with every strong 

storm.1 Before the war years of the 1940s pulled the 

workers away, more than 142 million square feet of 

grasses and 2.5 million shrubs had been added, creating 

almost 150 miles of oceanfront dunes.2 

The first CCC camp was set up on Roanoke Island 

in 1934. Additional camps were in Kitty, Nags Head, 

and Rodanthe for transient workers with the WPA. The 

workers also repaired schools, dug drainage canals and 

worked to improve the old Fort Raleigh site, although 

their most enduring feat was their very successful 

shoreline stabilization project.3 

 

 
 

 

 
1. Boldaji, Amelia (July 27, 2016). “Turning the Tide.” CoastOBX. 2019. 

www.coastobx.com/stories-and-news/history/turning-the-tide/article_3b7a84d9-

0893-57b4-a639-e68d9135285f.html. 

2. Birkemeier, W., Dolan R., Fisher N. “The Evolution of a Barrier Island: 1930 to 

1980.” Journal of the American Shore & Beach Preservation Association. Vol. 52, 

No. 2, 1984. p. 6.  

3. Boldaji. “Turning the Tide.”  
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No. 25 

 

1937 

The Monomoy Surfboat 
 

Shipwright Roscoe Cheatham ran a calloused hand 

down the white oak frame of the twenty-six-foot surf 

rescue boat commissioned by the U.S. Coast Guard, the 

sun flooding through the tall, double doors at one end of 

his boat shed washing his arm and shoulder. The 

unfinished vessel was no more than a prototype to 

demonstrate that the plans for the craft could be 

completed as drawn. Once finished, the pulling-type 

surfboat, named for Monomoy Island and the tough, 

intrepid men who lived there, was to be delivered to a 

rescue station down the coast for trials. The idea was to 

upgrade the old Jersey-type rescue boats from the 1870s 

with their square sterns for the new double-ender 

Cheatham was building. 

The new Monomoy design allowed for a sail, which 

the Jersey was unable to accommodate, a shortcoming 

that was being rectified sixty years too late, by some 

surf rescuers’ accounts. 

Cheatham hummed a tune as he hefted a plane in his 

hand. Overhead, the rafters of his boat shed glowered 

with age, their darkened surfaces rough and uneven. The 

exposed wooden shingles through the strapping were 

– 146 – 



 

 

 

 

 

stained, revealing the many rainy winters they had 

endured. Coiled ropes, buoys, and two-handed saws 

littered the open framework holding up the roof. 

A large, round-top window lifted high into the gable 

end and reminded visitors that the shed had lived for 

nearly half a century, and electricity hadn’t always been 

an option. Now, cloth-bound wire snaked up one wall 

and along the rafters, leading to twin light fixtures with 

bare bulbs, equidistant from each other and the end 

walls. 

At one rough spot, the shipwright rested the plane 

against the white oak and pushed, shaving off a thin 

slice. He did it twice more and nodded with a satisfied 

expression. After continuing down the boat, checking 

each section of the frame, and finding nothing that 

seemed amiss, he laid his tool on a sideboard, no more 

than two long planks set aside each other on wooden 

sawhorses, and he eyed the blueprints tacked to the 

wall. On the top it read 26’ Monomoy Surf-Boat with 

Center-Board. In another place, it read Plan No. 90872. 

His, however, was to be built without the centerboard. 

When asked if he needed different plans, he’d shucked 

off any concerns, saying he’d built boats before, and 

he’d have no trouble with this one. 

“Gunwale sheer, supposed to be one foot seven 

inches. Let’s see if it is.” 

Cheatham felt behind a silvered and slightly bat-

tered coffee can for his folding yardstick. He rubbed a 

thumb over the metal fasteners that allowed the sec-
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tions to rotate on each other and lock into place, giving 

him a measuring length of three feet, but a storage size 

of a few inches. He undid it to expose four sections, 

snap, snap, snap, and stepped to the partially-finished 

boat. He began to measure, nodding as he did so, and he 

started to hum again. 

That morning, the sun had streamed in through the 

high double doors opening to the ramp and the shore 

beyond, but with the day soon three-quarters gone, the 

double doors revealed only shadow, and the rounded 

window released squares of light to litter the floor of the 

shed. The sound of the water, always present, made a 

comforting backdrop to the sounds of the shipwright 

working with his tools. Some weeks earlier, the stems 

and keelplank had been hoisted on a wooden strongback 

to begin the boat, the three pieces forming the backbone 

running from bow to stern. He’d had Joel Stroesbach in 

from the village to steady his work as they ensured it 

was squared up and plumb. Steaming the frames and 

bending the heated wood to fit the curve of the hull had 

been a challenge, but then it was the same with every 

boat. Cheatham had designed a jig just for the purpose, 

tightening it a bit at a time, keeping the wood moist 

through the bending process, then letting it dry 

thoroughly before unscrewing the jigs. Over the days 

that followed, he built up the frame from white oak, and 

used tension clamps to begin fashioning the sides, 

starting with the garboard atop the keelplank. He backed 

out the cedar broads—the planks that would form the 
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overlapping sides of the craft—scooping out wood on 

the inside of the planks so they would sit tight against 

one another, and worked them up one at a time, 

attaching each plank to the one below.  

Today, he was installing the floorboards, and each 

needed to be perfectly level. 

The steam-bent gunwales stood off to the side, 

already out of their jigs, and ready to go on when the 

floorboards were installed. The forward and aft thwarts, 

the short “ledges” that rested in the bow and stern 

sections of the surfboat, giving the caller and the 

helmsman a place to sit or stand, would go on last. 

Cheatham would custom shape them for a precise fit.  

With the sun fading, and the electric lights yet to be 

engaged, Cheatham began to wind down his day’s work. 

The first Monomoy surfboat was nearing completion. It 

would need sealing and paint, and the iron supports 

from the gunwales to the seats would be fabricated by 

an ironsmith, but that was for the future. He set his tools 

aside—or placed them on their hooks on the wall—and 

took a shop broom from the corner. It bore an angled 

handle with a two-foot wide bar at the bottom lined with 

worn bristles. Carefully, he pulled wood shavings from 

the darkening shadows underneath the boat, worked his 

way around the strongback, and shifted the debris one 

small push at a time toward the boat shed door. With a 

final shove, he sent them into the air to join the previous 

days’ sweepings covering the ground just outside. 

The light bulbs overhead remained dark, unnoticed, 
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and near-invisible in the building gloom. 

Cheatham looked up to see a rising moon in the 

twilight sky. He released the first of the doors to the 

shed. It was tall and heavy, and it creaked on its rusted 

hinges as he worked it closed. 

“Might need a bit of oil,” he grumbled, but he didn’t 

seem irritated. 

The next door was the same, groaning as he worked 

it across the ramp and to the catch. Just before he 

pressed it closed, he caught sight of the unfinished 

surfboat silhouetted against the tall window with the 

fading sunset behind. 

“Yep,” he said to himself, as he secured the door for 

the night. “It’s a pretty good life you live, Roscoe 

Cheatham. Pretty good, indeed.” 

It never occurred to him to turn on the lights. When 

the sun was down, his day was done.  
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About The Monomoy Surfboat . . . 

 

The earlier Jersey-type pulling surfboat from 1870 

was based on a square-stern design and was common 

along the coast of New Jersey. They were clinker 

built—that is, constructed with overlapping cedar 

planks. The first Monomoy surfboat, designed and built 

in 1937, was also clinker built. Cutter versions of the 

Monomoy boat (built for sailing) were almost always 

carvel built, with the planks butting up edge to edge.1 

Today, in San Francisco, the Bay Area Whaleboat 

Rowing Association has taken an interest in the 

Monomoy-style surf rescue boats. You can follow the 

construction  of one like the 1937 boat described in this 

story via a photo documentary on the Wooden-Boat 

website.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
1. “Pulling Surfboats.” U.S. Life-Saving Service Heritage Association. 2019. www. 

www.uslife-savingservice.org/lifesavers-duties-equipment/pulling-surfboats/. 

2. Jettinghoff, Robin. “Monomoy Surf Rescue Boat.” WoodenBoat. 2019. 

www.woodenboat.com/monomoy-surf-rescue-boat.  
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No. 26 

 

1939 

Aleta, the Ocracoke Mail Boat 
 

Kikki O’Neal rubbed her eyes and yawned. The sun 

was barely peeking over Ocracoke Island, and it 

searched for Silver Lake. The six-year-old held her 

mother’s hand as they stepped from the wharf onto the 

Aleta, the mail boat taking them to the village of 

Atlantic on the mainland side of Core Sound. The smell 

of the water, clean and salty, rose up around them. 

Several people were also boarding the boat, two early 

morning summer visitors with suitcases, and Jerry 

Hawkins from town with a wire cage of chickens. The 

dock crew were loading barrels, rolling them to the 

hold, though it looked like some might have to be stored 

on the passenger deck. 

The Aleta carried everything, and Kikki didn’t mind. 

She had a party to attend, her cousin’s, who turned 

seven tomorrow, and the boat was going to carry Kikki 

there. Her mother hoisted a large bag with wrapped 

presents, cupcakes in a sturdy shoe box, and snacks for 

breakfast on the way onto the boat.  

“Look, Kikki. Sissy’s coming along. You can play 

after we eat.” 

“Okay, after we eat.” Kikki was too tired—and 
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hungry—to care about dolls just then, and that’s all 

Sissy Cloud liked to do. Mrs. O’Neal had promised her 

daughter dolphins on the journey across Pamlico Sound 

and into Core, and Kikki intended to find them. 

Besides, Sissy was in her mother’s arms, with her 

small arms wrapped around her mother’s neck. Kikki 

waved, and her friend waved back. 

Kikki and her mother took two seats next to one 

another under the awning on the top deck of the stubby 

42-foot boat. They were early for the 6:30 run, but Mrs. 

O’Neal didn’t eat well when the boat was moving, and 

she wanted to get breakfast out of the way. She broke 

out biscuits and sausage, with small squares of cheese to 

smooth the flavor, handing Kikki a paper plate and a 

napkin. 

“Careful, Kikki, and eat up. When the boat starts up, 

you’ll spill, and we want to keep your clothes clean for 

the party.” 

“Yes, Mama.” Kikki settled the plate and napkin on 

her legs and watched as her mother pulled apart one 

biscuit and laid it gently on her plate. Then she unfolded 

a square of tinfoil and worked out a round, very brown 

sausage, which went on one half of the biscuit. Then, a 

small square of cheese finished it off. 

“Hold it with your napkin.” Her mother touched it 

with her fingertips before turning to her own plate and 

preparing a similar meal, except with two biscuits 

instead of one. 

Kikki stacked her second half of biscuit on her 
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cheese, laid it on her napkin, lifted it in both hands, and 

took a big bite. She was still chewing when she 

remembered something her mother had said. 

“Why did the boat used to take two days?” Over-

night was what she remembered, but that meant two 

days. 

“Where did you hear that?” Mrs. O’Neal patted the 

corner of her mouth with her napkin. One of her sausage 

biscuits was nearly gone. 

“You told Daddy you were glad we didn’t have to 

spend the night like when you were a girl.” 

“You overheard that.” Mrs. O’Neal laughed. “See, 

Kikki, we didn’t have as many roads then as we do now, 

and the Aleta had to go more places. It took longer, and 

the ferry didn’t always return to stay on our island.” 

“Where, Mama? Did it stay in Atlantic?” Kikki was 

coming truly awake. The boat had started her diesel 

engines, and people were beginning to fill the seats, 

some with just themselves, and others with bags on both 

arms. Two men carried a wooden box stamped Fragile. 

They set it down very gently. 

“A bigger city, sweetheart. Morehead City. You 

remember Morehead? We visited there once and bought 

you new shoes. The boat would moor one night in the 

city, then one with us, and return to the city the next 

morning.” Mrs. O’Neal had finished her breakfast, and 

she held out her hand for Kikki’s plate. “Finished? The 

boat’s about to start moving.” 

 The diesel engine was growing louder as Kikki 
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handed her mother the paper plate, and that was when 

she noticed Lionel Cummings down below. Lionel liked 

dolphins.  

“Kikki?” A man’s voice caused her to turn. “I 

thought I recognized your pretty curls. I hope you enjoy 

your trip, today.” 

“I will, Captain Nelson. Thank you for letting me 

ride on your boat. I might see dolphins, today.” 

“I’m sure you will. Mrs. O’Neal?” He tipped his hat, 

but he waited until she handed him several bills. He 

tucked them in his pocket before greeting the next set of 

passengers. 

“Can I go play, Mama? I’m not hungry anymore, 

and I want to look for dolphins.” Kikki swung her legs, 

her feet not touching the floor. She very near bounced 

with excitement. 

“If you’ll be careful. You remember Mrs. Fuller fell 

off one trip. I don’t want you to fall off.” 

“Billy said she imbibed too much. What’s imbibe, 

Mama?” Kikki was already on her feet. 

“Oh, Kikki!” Mrs. O’Neal laughed quietly, and her 

face reddened. “It means she had too good a time.” 

“Oh.” Kikki’s face fell. Then she brightened and 

said, “I won’t have too good a time, Mama, not unless I 

see dolphins. If I do, will you come and hold my hand?” 

“Of course, dear. Now, run and play.” Mrs. O’Neal 

was packing breakfast away, and she looked up just in 

time to let her daughter hug her and kiss her on the side 

of the face. 
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“Thank you, Mama. I love you.” 

“You, too, dear.” Mrs. O’Neal smiled, and she 

watched her daughter climb down the short ladder to the 

main deck and join Lionel at the rail next to his mother. 

Lionel’s mother looked around, caught Mrs. O’Neal’s 

eye, and she waved. 

Mrs. O’Neal pulled out a paperback novel, and she 

opened to the middle, removed a bookmark, and she 

began to read.  
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About Aleta, the Ocracoke Mail Boat . . . 

 

The Aleta was built in 1924 and served as the mail 

boat on a 24-hour run carrying freight, ice, and pas-

sengers from Morehead City to Ocracoke. The mail boat 

made stops at Atlantic (different than the popular 

Atlantic Beach), Cedar Island, Hog Island, and Ports-

mouth.1 The Aleta began the Ocracoke to Atlantic route 

in 1938 with Captain Wilbur Nelson and Elmo Fulcher 

as crew, leaving at 6:30 in the morning, arriving in 

Atlantic around 10:30, and heading out once again for 

Ocracoke at 1:00 p.m.2 

When the Aleta was retired as a mail boat, Elmo 

Fulcher bought her out and began harvesting shrimp 

aboard the boat until his death in 1979. She now lies at 

the bottom of the South river in Carteret County.3 

A tipsy passenger did fall overboard on one trip, 

according to Dorothy Bedwell in her book, Portsmouth: 

Island with a Soul. Her brother dove in and hauled the 

lady back aboard.4 

 

 

 
1. Garber, Pat (March 20, 2015). “The Mail Boat Aleta: Ocracoke’s Lifeline.” 

Coastal Review Online. 2019. www.coastalreview.org/2015/03/7574/. 

2. “Aleta.” Core Sound Waterfowl Museum & Heritage Center. 2019. 

https://www.coresound.com/saltwaterconnections/portlight/aleta. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Garber. “The Mail Boat Aleta: Ocracoke’s Lifeline.”  
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No. 27 

 

April 1942 

USS Roper 
 

The USS Roper normally wore her badge on her 

sleeve. Across her bow, in letters twelve feet tall, she 

boasted 147 to tell the world who she was. Now, she 

was in disguise, grey above and black below, bow to 

stern. 

Aft, past the conning tower and her four stacks, she 

was equipped for setting launches into the water—or, 

and this was as important—dropping depth charges on 

German submarines. Her hull might have been laid in 

1918 at William Cramp & Sons in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, but there was no better ship to be on off 

the North Carolina coast, even twenty-five years in. 

Bodie Island Light stood stark against the night sky, 

banded black and white against the scattering of stars in 

the heavens, as the battleship cruised from Norfolk to 

Cape Hatteras for anti-submarine patrol. On the Roper’s 

deck, crewmen scanned the horizon for the sight of 

anything untoward. The lighthouse gave them a sense of 

security, of location, and of purpose. They were out to 

protect the U.S. eastern seaboard from the German 

enemy that had come to haunt America’s shipping 

lanes. 
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Just after midnight, a weak blip showed on the radar 

screen. Ensign Ed Lee noted the unusual signal but 

thought little of it. Still, submarines had been sighted in 

the area, and that was what they were here for.  

He notified his superior, and eventually, the engine 

room was brought into the chain, and navigation began 

to change course. 

On the deck, the seamen on duty noted the differ-

ence in direction.  

“There,” Jose Aguirre, short and round, pointed to 

his mate. “Might be something. I’ll bet we’re in for a 

chase.” 

“A submarine?” It was dark out, and Charlie Stokes 

held his binoculars to his eyes. Taller than Aguirre, he 

had his elbows on the rail to steady the glasses. 

“Could be,” Aguirre asserted. 

“I’m looking.” Stokes shifted the glasses from side 

to side. He didn’t see the submarine, but what he did see 

frightened him. He pointed into the water just below 

them. In the light of the moon, a white streak pushed 

rapidly through the water directly at their ship, barely 

missing before it disappeared.  

Earlier, the Roper had changed direction on a 

suspicion, but this was different. The torpedo was seen 

from all over the ship, and the real pursuit was on. The 

Roper could make out the number 85 on the enemy’s 

conning tower. It seemed the water was too shallow for 

the submarine to submerge, and the command came to 

man the guns. Within minutes, Gunner Randy Jameson 
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had shell casings scattering around him. 

“Idiots, that’s what they are,” Jameson spat, in 

between bursts from his gun. He took aim once more, 

and the spit and hiss of water taking fire spread across 

the darkness.  

It was the 3-inch guns that woke the night. The guns 

rotated on their tracks, muzzle flash flared, and the 

Roper shuddered. The sea around the German sub 

rocked with explosion after explosion. In the flashes of 

light from the gunfire, German sailors scrambled to man 

their guns, but within minutes, a well-aimed 3-incher 

breached the sub’s hull. Men came flooding from the 

sinking ship. 

“We’ve got ’em!” Stokes clapped Aguirre on the 

shoulder. “What do you think about that?” 

Things weren’t quite over on the Roper. Warnings 

sounded, and the men on the ship stopped cheering and 

listened for orders. 

“What? Another sub? It must be,” Aguirre moaned. 

The Roper’s engines began to vibrate the ship as she 

moved forward, nearing the men in the water who were 

struggling and pleading for help. 

“God help us if it is.” Stokes remembered the rescue 

of seventy passengers from the Christina Knudsen two 

weeks before, a ship sunk by a German torpedo. 

“Are we rescuing them?” Aguirre leaned over the 

rail. The Roper was coming up on the men very quickly. 

A splash at the rear of the ship told the truth of it. 

Depth charges were being dropped as they sailed 
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through the mass of German mariners. 

Stokes called to them in the darkness, “Swim away, 

quickly!” 

As he spoke, the first charge exploded, and a 

column of water lifted from the sea. The ship heaved, 

and the seaman grabbed for the rail. The surface of the 

sea distorted. Then again and again. 

“What are they doing?” Stokes yelled to Aguirre. 

“It must the second sub. I’ve heard they travel in 

pairs.” Aguirre was yelling over the noise. 

“In pairs?” They had finally left the struggling 

sailors behind. The explosion count was up to nine. 

Both men winced and ducked when two more set off. 

The Roper sailed on, her engines at full steam, away 

from the disaster off Bodie Island. Her captain was 

taking no chances. It was the next morning before she 

dared return, willing to risk the waters that came so 

close to causing her demise the night before. 

Aguirre and Stokes were on the boat let down from 

the ship to pull the dead Germans from the sea. Stokes 

stood in the bow with a boat hook to snag the floating 

bodies. 

“There,” he pointed, seeing a mass of debris. 

Aguirre motored the small craft alongside as Stokes 

hooked it. “Duff, grab his arm,” he called to Seaman 

Jason Duff, the third man in their boat.  

As they rolled the dead German over the gunwale 

and into the boat, his injuries became obvious. His skin 

was blackened, and blood, now washed away, had left 
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long stains down his clothing. 

“The ones facing down are easiest,” Stokes said at 

mess that night. He stabbed his meatloaf with a fork, 

and he pushed it around through the gravy on his tray. 

Aguirre sat across from him. He was chewing as if he’d 

not eaten in days. 

“Yeah,” Aguirre got out between bites. He chewed 

for a minute before swallowing part of his food and 

saying, “I was glad to have Duff there. I don’t know 

what I’d have done if I had to help.” 

Twenty-nine bodies were pulled aboard the Roper 

that day. None of the Germans survived the depth 

charges set by the American battleship.  
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About USS Roper . . . 

 

The USS Roper had just returned from Argentina to 

take up patrol duty along the Atlantic seaboard in March 

of 1942. A relic of WWI, she was pressed into service 

to hold the line until newer vessels came into the fleet. 

The U-85 had begun its fourth and final patrol a month 

earlier. Days before her interaction with the Roper, the 

German sub fired on and sank Swedish freighter 

Christina Knudsen.1 

The Roper discovered the U-85 just two weeks after 

the battleship had rescued 70 survivors from the City of 

New York, a passenger liner torpedoed by a German 

submarine. A painting of the USS Roper on the night of 

April 1942 shows her in gray and black, rather than the 

camouflage that many U.S. ships sported during the 

war.2 

The U-85 was the first German U-boat taken out by 

an American ship.3 The USS Roper would be hit by a 

kamikaze in May 1945 and decommissioned in 

September of that year.4  

 
1. “U-85.” Monitor National Marine Sanctuary. NOAA. 2019. 

www.monitor.noaa.gov/shipwrecks/u-85.html. 

2. “USS Roper (DD-147 / APD-20).” NavSource Naval History. 2019. 

www.navsource.org/archives/05/147.htm. 

3. “This Navy ship scored America's first submarine kill of WWII.” We Are the 

Mighty. 2019. www.wearethemighty.com/history/this-navy-ship-scored-americas-

first-submarine-kill-of-wwii. 

4. “USS Roper.” Destroyer History Foundation. 2019. 

www.destroyerhistory.org/flushdeck/ussroper/. 
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No. 28 

 

May 1942 

HMT Bedfordshire 
 

The May weather was bright and clear, with sun 

streaming through the trees. The water at the shore 

lapped gently, and the air smelled of grass and clover. 

Even butterflies had made their way to kiss the flow-

ering trees and shrubs.  

Ocracoke Island was at her best, and for good 

reason. The end had come for the thirty-seven crewmen 

aboard the British trawler Bedfordshire, and much of 

the island had turned out to show their respect. 

Two U.S. Coast Guard service members stood at a 

distance beside piles of raw, mounded earth, as four 

caskets made their way down the narrow street, carried 

by a team of pallbearers wearing their service dress 

whites. The other thirty-three mariners had been lost at 

sea, but they were here in the men’s thoughts. 

The island seemed to come to a stop as the pro-

cession reached its end and paused. The chaplain, in his 

dress whites and cap, stepped up to the four shadowed 

cavities waiting in the earth. He slipped a hand into his 

pocket and pulled out a small book, opening the cover 

before turning to page 50. He cleared his throat and 

began to speak. 
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“Heavenly Father, we are gathered here to com-

memorate Your servants who have been called to Your 

bosom.” He took a deep breath and paused. “We pray 

that the justice denied them in this life has been granted 

them in the next.” 

The chaplain took the opportunity to look at each of 

the caskets. They were simple constructions, boxes 

assembled from boards on hand, with little ornamen-

tation, just a band of rope-carved wood around the top 

and draped with the British flag. There were four, and 

there should be thirty-three more. Looking at the 

attendees, hearty townspeople and those from the 

Ocracoke Coast Guard Station on Silver Lake, and 

seeing the red eyes and somber looks, he continued his 

prayer. 

“We pray that whatever evil they endured, may now 

rebound to them. We are thankful for their companion-

ship and association, for by their efforts we are assured 

security and strength. Because they served well, we are 

proud to call them our own. We ask that, as they lived, 

we may also live in Your service until Your summons 

comes, that we may be judged worthy to be united with 

them and with You forever in Heaven. Amen.” 

A tall, elderly man from the town had held his hand 

over his heart throughout the prayer, and he said a soft, 

“Amen.” Several of the townspeople joined in, and the 

word became a sigh of acceptance.  

“Men,” the chaplain said quietly, as he motioned the 

first set of pallbearers forward. The service was of his 
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own design and less formal than some might have liked, 

but necessity meant there were shortcuts he must take, 

even as he was determined to show the respect he felt 

these men were due. He spoke louder, directing his 

prayer to the first casket. “O God of mercy, peace, and 

love, we remember our comrade Lt. Thomas 

Cunningham, age 27. We recall all that he stood for in 

this life. May his example better us and further Your 

Holy will.” 

The Coast Guard chaplain stepped back as Lt. 

Thomas Cunningham from the British trawler Bed-

fordshire was positioned over his grave. The Coast 

Guard personnel not serving as pallbearers saluted as 

the flag was removed and carefully folded. As the 

casket took its place in the ground, the light in the hole 

seemed to brighten, as if the chaplain’s prayer had 

someone descended in part with the fallen mariner. 

The short prayer and flag ceremony were repeated 

for Ordinary Telegraphist Second Class Stanley Craig, 

and then for the two unknown sailors in the final 

caskets. As the last man was lowered into the earth, the 

chaplain requested permission from the attendees to 

honor those that were lost at sea by reading their names 

and ranks aloud, including the men just buried. 

“In memory of those lost when the HMT 

Bedfordshire and its crew were torpedoed by the 

German submarine U-558, the crewmen of the Royal 

Naval Patrol Service on board are as follows: 

“Lt. R.B. Davis, R.N.R. Commanding Officer; Lt. 
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N. Clutterbuck, R.N.V.R.; Lt. T. Cunningham, R.N. 

V.R.; Lt. B. Hall, R.N.V.R. 

“Frederick W. Barnes, Engineman; Stanley Ben-

nett, Seaman; Leonard P. Bickford, Seaman; Ernest G. 

Bowen, Seaman; Edward S. Carruthers, Seaman; 

George W. Cerrino, Seaman; William F. Clemence, 

Seaman; Francis Craig, Seaman; Stanley R. Craig, 

Telegraphist; John R. Dick, Seaman; Thomas H. Dicks, 

Seaman. 

“Alfred Dryden, Seaman; Andrew W. Duncan, 

Engineer; Geoffrey Featherstone, Telegraphist; George 

H. Fisher, Stoker; Herbert Ford, Seaman; Joseph Kelly, 

Seaman; William Lee, Seaman R.N.R.; Ernest W. 

Lukins, Stoker; Alex A. McCrindle, Seaman; Angus 

Mckenzie, Stoker; Frederick F. Maltby, Seaman R.N.R. 

“Ernest N. Morton, Seaman; William J. Myers, 

Stoker; Sydney W. Smitten, Seaman; Percy E. Stone, 

Seaman; John Sweeney, Seaman; Charles T. Travell, 

Signalman; Thomas A. Watson, Signalman; Charles W. 

White, Telegraphist; Leslie J. Williams, Stoker; Russell 

Davis, Seaman R.C.N.; James L. McCauley, Seaman 

R.C.N.” 

The chaplain slipped his book into his pocket, and 

his face took on a sense of pride as he prepared his final 

words. 

“These men, who had no vested interests in our 

shores, came to the United States to patrol our waters to 

protect us from the same enemy they faced at home. 

Their sacrifice to protect our shores can never be 
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forgotten. Thank you.” 

After a respectful pause, a bugler began the familiar 

and haunting Taps. 

The two service personnel waiting patiently with 

their shovels lodged firmly in their piles of earth kept 

their distance as the pallbearers silently withdrew and as 

the chaplain moved from person to person, thanking 

each attendee for taking time from their day to attend 

the service. 

As the townspeople made their way home, and the 

shovels began to refill the plots to cover the fallen 

mariners, the blue sky became occluded, and within the 

hour, a light rain began to fall. It was as if the skies 

wept for those who had given more than should have 

been asked of them, as if Creation cried for its own. 
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About HMT Bedfordshire. . . 

 

The mariners who lost their lives are memorialized 

in a plot gifted by an Ocracoke family. The gravesite is 

maintained by the Ocracoke Coast Guard Station 

personnel.1 British sailor Fourth Engineer Officer 

Michael Cairns is buried on neighboring Hatteras Island 

next to an unknown British sailor found two weeks 

later. Cairns was aboard the merchant vessel San 

Delfino, destroyed by a torpedo from German 

submarine U-203.2 

The Bedfordshire was an Arctic trawler built in 

1935 and sold to the Admiralty in 1939, then converted 

to an armed vessel with one 4-inch gun, one machine 

gun, and depth charges. It was one of 24 trawlers loaned 

to the U.S. Navy for coastal patrol.3 

The military service in this story doesn’t follow 

strict military protocol.4 I have allowed myself the 

freedom to alter it for length and ease of reading.5 

 
 

1. “In Memory of the HMT Bedfordshire and Its Crew.” National Park Service. 

Ocracoke Island. Information gathered 2019. 

2. “Commonwealth War Graves Commission.” National Park Service. Hatteras 

Island. Information gathered 2019.  

3. “In Memory of the HMT Bedfordshire.” National Park Service.  

4. The Chaplain’s Resource Manual. Department of Pennsylvania. Veterans of 

Foreign Wars of the United States. 2011. 

5. Wessman, Chaplain (Major) Willis W. “The Army Chaplain and the Military 

Funeral.” U.S Army Chaplain School. 1966.  
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No. 29 

 

May 1947 

T.A. Baum 
 

T.A. Baum stepped up to the wharf and leaned on a 

set of three piers strapped together and cut off at 

shoulder level. His arms just fit, providing the perfect 

stance to rest his chin on the back of his hands. The 

early morning sun just peeked over the Banks, and it 

promised to be a fine day. 

In front of him, the private ferry service he started 

out of his own pocket to cover the five miles between 

Manns Harbor and Roanoke Island prepared for its first 

run as though this were a day like any other.  

It was nothing of the sort. Today, the ferry belonged 

to Baum. Tomorrow, he was a free man. 

“Morning, Mr. Baum!” 

Baum turned at the greeting to see the boat captain 

coming down the road. He lifted a hand in greeting. 

“Morning, Fred.” 

“This your last, huh?” Fred Huggins grinned. “Then 

I got me a new employer. How about that? Think it’s a 

good thing?” 

Baum shook off the melancholy mood that had hung 

over him all morning, and he chuckled. “Bout the best 

thing ever. The public will love it. State subsidies, 
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maybe even free rides the way I hear it, and you, my 

friend, get a regular salary, better even than I pay you.” 

“If that’s the case, you should’a let them buy you 

out years ago.” Huggins was unchaining the barrier that 

stretched across the road where the cars loaded onto the 

ferry. “I might could’a retired by now.” He rolled the 

chain and dropped it to the side, and before he walked 

onto the ferry, he looked at Baum with a steady eye. 

“You here for a final ride?” 

“You don’t mind, do you, Fred?” 

“Your boat, Mr. Baum. Couldn’t tell you no if I 

wanted.” Huggins grinned. “Welcome aboard. Might 

even let you pilot her, if you ask nicely.” 

“Thank you, Fred. I might stay on the deck and 

enjoy the ride. It’ll be the best five miles of water I’ve 

ever covered.”  

“If you say so, Mr. Baum. I’ve got a truck about to 

come aboard, so you stand back for a moment.” 

Baum moved to the side and watched Huggins direct 

the green panel truck onto the ferry and to its parking 

spot. The man worked with a practiced ease, lifting one 

arm, pointing, motioning the truck to move forward, 

move forward, stop. The captain moved to talk to the 

driver through an open window, and Baum heard the 

vehicle’s parking brake grab. Huggins moved away, 

stepped off the ferry, and waved at a car that had driven 

up but not far enough to know if they intended to drive 

on or disgorge passengers. A young man with dungarees 

and rolled-up sleeves slunk out. His expression was 
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sour, and he carried a boxed lunch in a black metal 

container. He was working on the island, Baum was 

certain, and probably at a job he didn’t like. 

A middle-age woman put her arm out the window 

and yelled, “Bye, now, Tobias. I’ll be here to pick you 

up this evening.” She held two dollars in her hand 

which Huggins relieved her of. 

The boy turned and glared for a moment, but he 

eventually raised an arm and called, “Sure, Mom.” 

Several more riders showed, a yellow car and a 

black one with more rust than fender, but each one paid 

its fare. Tomorrow would likely be free. The State had 

promised. They were already subsidizing Tillett’s down 

to Hatteras. Baum was certain the State intended to buy 

up Toby’s route someday, perhaps in a year or two, but 

they had to start somewhere, they told him when they 

met with him. 

Huggins hit a switch, and an electric motor began to 

whine, lifting the ramp into the air. The ferry wasn’t 

full, but Baum was satisfied. It gave him room to move 

and chat with the riders. The boy, Tobias, the driver of 

the truck, and the two cars. Ask where they’re going, 

maybe if they intend to ride back today. He had the 

right. He owned the boat they were on. Tomorrow? Not 

so much. He’d be out of line, intrusive, and a busy-

body. 

Before he did, though, he wanted to enjoy the sun 

and the water. The diesel engine revved, Huggins blew 

the horn, and the deck of the boat shifted under Baum’s 
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feet. Two birds that had been resting on one of the piers 

squawked loudly. The closest one opened its wings, but 

it didn’t fly away, irritated more than frightened. 

Baum heard a car door open and close, ratchety, like 

the gaskets were worn and the metal didn’t quite fit 

anymore. He didn’t turn, but he thought it was the black 

one. The door had sounded like the old, rusted car 

looked. 

“That you, T.A.?” The voice was low and gravelly, 

like the door, and Baum turned. 

“Why, it’s old Willett from out on the Banks. 

What’cha doing on the early boat? Thought you lived 

out there full time.” 

“Did but don’t no more.” Dean Willett was closer to 

seventy than sixty, with a wisp of white showing under 

his worn, black cap. “The storm of ’44 undermined the 

house, and it’s gone, now. The missus and me live in 

Edenton. Got the wife a pretty view of the river.” 

“I’m sorry, Dean, isn’t it? I know you liked your 

place. Your grandmother’s, right?” Baum looked the 

man in the eye, meeting his sorrowful news with firm 

words. 

“You got a good memory, sir, that’s for sure. Hear 

you’re selling up. That right?” Willett pulled his hat 

from his head, and he worked it in his hand. 

“Gotta turn loose eventually, ain’t that right, 

Willett? What we hang onto begins to hang onto us.” 

“Exactly what my missus says. You take care, now, 

Mr. Baum. Perhaps I’ll be seeing you on another run.” 
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Willett stepped away, waving with the cap still rolled in 

one hand before turning his back and moving to his 

truck. 

“Maybe so.” Baum knew Willett wasn’t listening, so 

he supposed he was talking to himself. He smiled. This 

was going to be a fine day, indeed.  
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About T.A. Baum . . . 

 

This is the one story that couldn’t have taken place. 

Why? The State bought Baum’s ferry franchise and his 

two vessels, the Dare and the Tyrrell, after Baum died 

in 1946.1 However, I’m sure that if Baum had lived, he 

would have enjoyed this day as his final one. I’ve 

created Fred Huggins and the other characters in this 

story out of my imagination. 

North Carolina began subsidizing Toby Tillett’s 

ferry service from Roanoke to Hatteras in 1934 and 

eventually bought it about 1950. However, the first 

“official” route came in 1947 when T.A. Baum’s family 

sold his Manns Harbor to Roanoke Island route across 

Croatan Sound to the State.2 

Today’s North Carolina ferry system is the second 

largest in the nation, with seven regular routes over five 

different bodies of water. Nearly 800,000 vehicles and 

almost 1.9 million passengers used the ferry system to 

get to their destinations in 2016.3 

 
1. Smith, Pam (2000). “A Ferry Tale for All Seasons.” Coastwatch. 2019. 

www.ncseagrant.ncsu.edu/coastwatch/previous-issues/2000-2/high-season-2000/a-

ferry-tale-for-all-seasons/. 

2. Super User (Sept. 28, 2016). “N.C. Ferry System Begins Transitions to Off 

Season Schedule.” Island Gazette. 2019. www.islandgazette.net/news-

18/index.php/en/state-news/item/4987-n-c-ferry-system-begins-transitions-to-off-

season-schedule. 

3. “70th Anniversary of NC Ferry System Celebrated this Summer.” VisitONC. 

2019. www.visitonc.com/nc-ferry-system-turns-70/.   
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No. 30 

 

1955-1980 

USCGC Cape Fairweather 
 

Roy Kroetsch was twelve, and he already knew 

what he wanted to be. He lived in Kill Devil Hills, could 

see the water from his window, and felt he was the 

luckiest boy on earth to live on the Outer Banks.  

On the wall above his bed was a giant map of the 

barrier islands, blue for the water, green and brown for 

the land, and with the names of the villages and the 

streets people drove. Three places were circled in bright 

red: Nags Head, Hatteras, and the Oregon Inlet. 

They were the Coast Guard Stations on the islands. 

Roy had them memorized, and he had a list of dates 

penciled in down the side of his map. 

They were the sightings of the Coast Guard cutters 

that cruised up and down the barrier islands. He used his 

telescope, and each time one passed the shore, he 

marked down the name and the time and date he saw it. 

He could tell stories about each one. 

His favorite was the Cape Fairweather. The big, 

white ship patrolled the waters regularly. He liked 

seeing the red and blue stripes across the bow with the 

number 95303 in big black letters, and the words Coast 

Guard, like they were proud to be part of an important 
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team. They were, too—in Roy’s eyes, the best ships on 

the sea. 

Roy pulled out his chair and sat at his desk. It was 

under two half-opened windows, and he could see 

directly outside. He had a book on Coast Guard boats 

spread before him. He turned a page, put his finger on a 

brightly colored photograph, and traced the lines of the 

ship pictured there. On the left and right sides of the 

windows were the pictures he’d drawn of the 

Fairweather, with its tall, white conning tower, its radio 

mast, and its rakish gunwale, swooping from its tall bow 

to barely above the waterline in back. 

Sometimes he could see sailors aboard the boat, and 

that was the best. He tried to draw them in as best he 

could, but men were hard to draw, so sometimes they 

looked like blobs with squiggles for arms and legs. The 

ships were easy. He could draw them all day long. 

Roy heard a ship’s horn, and he peered out the 

window. A sailboat seemed to be in trouble. Its sail 

luffed about, and the bow swung to the left and the 

right. Then a white prow came into view, with a red 

stripe, then a blue one. Roy pulled his telescope from its 

stand, and he aimed it through the window and out to 

sea. Yes! The Fairweather! There were men on the bow 

of the ship. One, then two, then a third. The big cutter 

sidled up next to the smaller sailboat, and one of the 

men threw over a line. Roy couldn’t hear what they 

said, but he had a very good imagination. 

“Hoy, there, little sailboat. You seem to be having 
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trouble.” The sailor on the big cutter saluted the captain 

of the sailboat, or at least, that’s the way Roy imagined 

it. 

“Thank you, good sir. A giant squid nearly pulled us 

under water. Then a whale chased us, and we can’t get 

back to port.” The sailboat captain fell on his knees and 

folded his hands in a prayer-like steeple. “You’re our 

only hope. Can you save us?” 

“Of course, we can. We’re the Coast Guard, and 

that’s what we do.” The sailor on the white cutter stood 

tall, and he spoke with pride. “Tie up with our rope, and 

we’ll give you a tow all the way to a safe harbor.” 

Then, just as Roy imagined, the man on the sailboat 

tied the rope onto a cleat on the bow of his boat, and he 

lowered his sail, as if readying for a tow to shore. The 

men on the big cutter ran back to the conning tower 

(yes, Roy had memorized all the parts of the boat), and 

Roy could see the sea churn at the stern of the ship. 

The Fairweather began to move, very slowly, and in 

moments, it had pulled ahead of the smaller sailing 

craft. Then, very gently, the rope tightened, and the two 

ships moved as one. The paired boats started a wide 

loop, and Roy could tell they would soon be heading in 

the opposite direction. He pushed back from his desk, 

toppling his chair, and he flew from his room. At the top 

of the stairs, his mother called to him from her bedroom. 

“Roy? Is that you?” 

“Yes, Mama.” He wanted to run down the stairs and 

out across the dunes to the beach, but his mother had 
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reeled him in. 

“Are you heading somewhere?” She appeared at the 

door with a magazine in her hand. It flopped loosely as 

if she’d been reading it but didn’t find it all that 

interesting. 

“The Fairweather’s towing a sailboat. I want to 

see.” 

“The Fairweather, you say? You don’t want to miss 

that. Hurry up, dear.” She smiled and sent him down the 

stairs with a brush of her fingers. 

Roy took the stairs two at a time, and when he hit 

the screen door, it slammed back, hitting the wall before 

beginning its slow return. The boy tore across the wide, 

covered porch and down four steps before his feet met 

the sand. 

He was at the top of the dune before he slowed 

down. Several birds leaped from the tall grass, and the 

sea oats, near as tall as he was, fought with him for the 

view. It was still there, just finishing its turn. The 

Fairweather, doing Coast Guard things, the things Roy 

wanted to do for the rest of his life. He watched until the 

big ship followed by its little brother was completely 

out of sight. 

Back inside, he met his mother at the door. She 

asked him, “How was it, Roy?” 

“Better than I thought it would be. I’m sorry, Mama. 

I’ve got to go write it on my map. This is my best 

sighting ever.” 

Roy twisted away, and he was gone, up the stairs, 
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and into his room. He had another story to add to his 

map of dreams.  
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About USCGC Cape Fairweather . . . 

 

The USCGC Cape Fairweather was commissioned 

July 18, 1955 and served until she was decommissioned 

thirty years later.1 

Before 1964, the Cape class boats were referred to 

by hull number, only, and were described as “sea-going 

patrol cutters,” as the Coast Guard had a policy of only 

naming boats over 100 feet. With the change to 65 feet, 

the Cape class cutters were given names of North 

American geographic capes.2 

The Cape Fairweather’s binnacle is on display at 

the Hatteras Museum at the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1. “Binnacle.” Hatteras Museum at the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. Cape Hatteras 

National Seashore. 2019. 

2. “Cape-class Cutter.” Wikipedia. 2019. www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape-

class_cutter. 

3. “Binnacle.” 2019.  
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Before you close the book . . . 

 

Did you like these stories? 

Do you want to read more? 

Look for more books by  

 

Farley Dunn 
at Amazon.com 

 

 

 

You can also find books by Farley Dunn at: 

 

 

www.ThreeSkilletPublishing.com 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


