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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY

The Historic Furnishings Report is the first formal study of the furnishings at Old Harbor
Life-Saving Station. Part 1 is a historical data section which contains a history of the
construction, ownership, occupancy and use of the station. Part 2, the implementation
plan, contains furnishings plans for key rooms and an interpretive overview. In its
entirety, the report gathers together disparate documentation on the station and provides
the park with a decision-making tool for future installations and public interpretation.

Documentation in the historical data section shows that there is sufficient information to
create historic furnished interiors or vignettes for the key interpretive spaces in Old
Harbor Life-Saving Station. Combined with interpretive panels, graphic s and videos the
interiors will accurately convey to visitors a greater sense of the work of the U.S. Life-
Saving Service, the organization’s impact nationally and the grueling lifestyle of the
surfmen.

The period of national significance for Old Harbor Life-Saving Station is defined in its
National Register Nomination form (1973) as the era of the U.S. Life-Saving Service’s
operations there, 1898-1915. The Coast Guard years (1915-1944) are also important to
emphasize the differences between the two eras. However, it is the Life-Saving Service
that represents a common facet of nineteenth century American coastal life during the age
of sail and had a profound impact on Cape Cod. To coincide with its restored structural
elements and the period of national significance, the interiors will be furnished to 1900.

The types of furnishings used at Old Harbor Life-Saving Station are well documented by
supply lists and property inventories. The furniture used at different stations did not vary
widely, although styles could change from decade to decade due to differences in
government suppliers. The strength of visual documentation of placement of furnishings
varies. Because no interior images of Old Harbor were found, furnishings placement has
been determined by comparative evidence from interior photos of other stations coupled
with any remaining physical evidence at Old Harbor.

After discussion, park staff selected Option 2 among the various treatment options
outlined based on supporting documentation. Option 2 calls for the use of a combination
of furnished interiors, interpretive panels, formal exhibit elements and audio-visual
programs.

Factors affecting the treatment plan implementation at the station include the following:

e Security: Old Harbor is in a remote location and has a history of vandalism.
Problems with false alarms in the intrusion detection system have sometimes led
to its deactivation. For this and other reasons (see below), it is recommended that
no museum collections be exhibited in the station unless evaluated and approved
by the park curator. Objects used in the refurnishing and exhibits will instead rely
on a combination of reproductions and unassociated period pieces in sufficient
supply as to be able to be replaced if lost. None of the new materials should be
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accessioned into the museum collection unless the curator determines that there is
some advantage to doing so.

e Environment: Cape Cod National Seashore’s Collections Condition Survey
(1989) and Collections Management Plan (1995) document the hostility of the
environment at Old Harbor to the long-term preservation of museum collections.
Nothing can be done to alter the conditions of high humidity and temperature
extremes that take place inside the building. For this reason and security
concerns, museum collections will not be used in the exhibits.

e Maintenance: Old Harbor has been plagued by water leaks that have ruined
previously restored interior finishes. It is not worth the time, effort and expense
to complete restoration on the structure and install new furnishings and exhibits
unless it can reasonably be assured that the leaks have been identified and
mitigated. Regular cyclic maintenance on the building will be necessary to
prevent the same problems from reoccurring.

e Visitor Traffic: Visitors currently enter and exit Old Harbor from the boardwalk
adjacent to the walkway from the parking lot. The option to exit out the rear door
on days of high visitation cannot be realized without completing restoration of the
rear porch and steps. While it is not recommended visitors enter and exit through
the storm room or stair hall doors, the front porch should also be restored to
provide visitors with means of accessing the front of the building for interpretive
enhancement and visitor comfort.

e Staffing: To maximize the building’s interpretive potential and to ensure the
protection of exhibits and the structure itself, implementation of the Historic
Furnishings Report will require that additional staff time be devoted to
interpretation, exhibit maintenance and building maintenance.

Before the Historic Furnishings Report can be implemented, the unfinished restoration
work at Old Harbor needs to be completed. The first and most important issue to resolve
is the chronic leaking of the station during driving rain; the second is to install a reliable
intrusion detection system. Until the structure can be tightened, it is futile to invest time
and limited resources to restoring finishes and creating exhibit installations only to have
them destroyed within a short period of time by water damage, theft or vandalism that
may be preventable. Unfinished restoration work includes:

e Completion of restoration of second floor.

e Removal of the Howard Rose-era linoleum from floors and refinishing of the
original floors beneath.

e Repair of all interior and exterior doors on the first floor, including locking
hardware.
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e Painting of the second floor.
e Repair of wall plaster damaged by water infiltration.
e Refinishing the stairs to 1897-1900 period (oil or varnish).
e Reproducing lockers on second floor.
e Completion of restoration of front and rear porches.
e Cleanup of old construction debris in front of building.
The appendices to this report include a copy of the Historic Structures Report’s

recommendations for all interior finish work that still needs to be undertaken. This work
could be done in phases coinciding with the furnishing of specific rooms.
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NATIONAL PARK SERVICE ADMINISTRATIVE BACKGROUND

Cape Cod National Seashore was established by Public Law 87-129 on August 7, 1961.
The purpose of the park, according to the enabling legislation, is to permanently preserve
the seashore and provide the public with an understanding of the natural, historic and
scientific features that make up the unit. Old Harbor Life-Saving Station was acquired by
the park in 1973. By this time, the threat to the structure from beach erosion had become
serious. Over the winter and late spring of 1977 to 1978, the station was relocated from
Chatham’s North Beach to Park Service property on Race Point, Provincetown.

After partial treatment to restore the exterior and interior architectural elements and
surfaces to their circa 1899 appearance, Old Harbor Life-Saving Station was opened to
the public in 1979. In 2004, the tower cellar bulkhead was reproduced, bringing the
exterior appearance forward to 1900. The building is open every afternoon in July and
August and periodically during spring and fall months on a drop in basis. A video of a
breeches buoy drill conducted at Cape Hatteras is shown in the mess room. On
Thursdays in July and August volunteers conduct a breeches buoy apparatus drill, as it
was practiced by the crews in 1902. The event draws as many as 200 people, many of
whom walk through the first floor of the station afterwards.

Only the first floor of the station can be viewed by visitors. Seven interpretive panels
developed in 2002-2003 are installed on the walls in the boatroom, keeper’s office and
mess room. The boatroom is the only room that includes objects to give the suggestion
of the interior’s historic appearance. Exhibited are approximately 28 objects, including a
Race Point model surfboat, a dory, an equipped reproduction beach apparatus cart that is
used in the drill demonstrations, a parrot gun, mamby mortar, sand anchor, crotch and
breeches buoy with tackle. Some of the pieces are period and others are reproductions.
None are specific to the Old Harbor site.

PRIOR PLANNING DOCUMENTS
Listed in chronological order

A Field Investigation Report on a Proposed National Seashore, Cape Cod, Barnstable
County, Massachusetts. U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park service, 1958.

Cape Cod National Seashore: A Proposal. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of the
Interior, National Park Service, 1959.

Master Plan for Cape Cod National Seashore, Volume I, Master Plan Narrative. U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, January 1962.

Cape Cod National Seashore: A Master Plan Report. U.S. Department of the Interior,
National Park Service, 1969.

Lohr, Edison Pike. National Register of Historic Places Inventory Nomination Form:
Old Harbor Coast Guard Station. South Wellfleet, MA: Cape Cod National Seashore,
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National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1973.

Cape Cod National Seashore Collection Management Plan. Harpers Ferry, WV: U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, August 1976.

Clemensen, A.B. Historic Resource Study, Cape Cod National Seashore, Massachusetts.
Denver, CO: U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, February 1979.

Rockmore, Marlene. Documentary Review of the Historical Archeology of the Cape Cod
National Seashore. Boston, MA: U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park
Service, North Atlantic Regional Office, Division of Cultural Resources, June 1979.

Archeological Survey of Cape Cod National Seashore — 1980. Boston, MA: U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, North Atlantic Regional Office,
Division of Cultural Resources, June 1980.

Historic Structure Inventory: Old Harbor Station. Boston, MA: Division of Cultural
Resources, North Atlantic Region, National Park Service, U.S. Department of the
Interior, 1981.

Albee, Peggy A. Old Harbor Life-Saving Station Cape Cod National Seashore Historic
Structure Report. Boston, MA: U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park
Service, North Atlantic Region, Cultural Resources Center, Buildings Conservation
Branch, June 1988.

Stone, Janet, John Maounis and Martha Bernholz. Cape Cod National Seashore:
Collection Conservation Plan. Boston, MA: U.S. Department of the Interior, National
Park Service, October 1989.

Bernholz, Martha. Cape Cod National Seashore Collection Storage Plan. Boston, MA:
U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, North Atlantic Region, Branch
of Museum Services, January 1992.

Cape Cod National Seashore Collections Management Plan. Boston, MA: U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, North Atlantic Region, Branch of
Museum Services, August 1995.

Hall-Arber, Madeleine. Cape Cod National Seashore Rapid Ethnographic Assessment
Report. U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service.

Environmental Impact Statement for the General Management Plan, Cape Cod National
Seashore, Barnstable County, Massachusetts. Wellfleet, MA: U.S. Department of the
Interior, National Park Service, August 1996.

General Management Plan, Cape Cod National Seashore, Massachusetts. Wellfleet,
MA: U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, August 1996.
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Johnson, Eric S. Archeological Overview and Assessment of the Cape Cod National
Seashore, Massachusetts. Boston, MA: U.S. Department of the Interior, National
Park Service, New England System Support Office, 1997

Forging a Collaborative Future, Volume 1: Environmental Impact Statement, Final
Environmental Impact Statement for the General Management Plan, Cape Cod
National Seashore, Barnstable County, Massachusetts. Wellfleet, MA: U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, February 1998.

Forging a Collaborative Future, Volume 2: Comments and Responses on the Draft
Environmental Impact Statement, Final Environmental Impact Statement for the
General Management Plan, Cape Cod National Seashore, Barnstable County,
Massachusetts. Wellfleet, MA: U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park
Service, February 1998

Racine, Laurel A. Historic Furnished Interior Assessment: Cape Cod National Seashore,
Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Charlestown, MA: Northeast Museum Services Center,
National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, March 2001.

Long Range Interpretive Plan, Cape Cod National Seashore, November 2002.
SITE SIGNIFICANCE

The 1973 National Register of Historic Places nomination form identifies Old Harbor
Life-Saving Station as having significance in the following areas: architecture,
commerce, communications, conservation, engineering and military. The nomination
was written before the station was moved from its original location to save it from being
destroyed. In part the statement of significance reads:

From Monomoy to Provincetown, some forty miles, there remains only the Old
Harbor U.S. Life Saving — U.S.C.G. station as the oldest of these buildings
remaining on the shores of Cape Cod National Seashore.

Today, with the modern Coast Guard and its maritime, seaplane and electronic
equipment, this old station is a rare reminder of the days of Sail, the days when
shipwrecks were commonplace....Heroism of the highest order was made manifest
by the acts of the small crews who manned the surfboats and set up elaborate
breeches buoy equipment, to save lives in unbelievably terrible weather....

In retrospect, the old Life Saving Service (which became the Coast Guard in
1915) was the single most important activity on Cape Cod for seventy years — add
another 75 years of sea rescue work by the Massachusetts Humane Society, from
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1795 [sic], and we have over a century and a half of heroism which should not be
forgotten.'

Under current National Register criteria, the site meets Criteria A: Event and C:
Design/Construction.

Old Harbor Life-Saving Station’s lifesaving function was directly linked to American
marine history and had a profound impact on the local communities. The predominance
of ship travel in the nineteenth century, both for commercial and leisure purposes,
resulted in high incidences of shipwrecks and loss of life, especially along Cape Cod,
making its stations particularly exemplary of the U.S. Life-Saving Service’s activities.
The Life Saving and later Coast Guard stations also played key roles in coastal defense
during the Spanish-American War and both world wars, as well as serving a policing
function during Prohibition. Old Harbor Life-Saving Station is directly linked to all of
these events.

Old Harbor Life-Saving Station is one of 16 surviving stations nation-wide constructed in
the “Duluth” design created by architect George R. Tolman. Some of this number are
only partially extant or are altered. Of the stations surviving on the Cape, the Cahoon
Hollow Station is older than Old Harbor but is greatly modified. Another older station
(possibly Pamet) is now a private residence on Old County Road in Truro. Old Harbor is
the oldest station surviving on Cape Cod in close to original condition. It represents one
of several different designs used by the U.S. Life-Saving Service at various periods in its
history. Although removed from its original site on North Beach, it was relocated to a
site recommended by a team of National Park Service historians with historical integrity
being the highest priority. The station’s current location at Race Point is near the site of a
previous life saving station. In addition, an identical Duluth station was once located at
Wood End, not far from Race Point. In its current location Old Harbor faces north.
When located on North Beach, the building originally faced east. Aside from a
reproduction wreck pole, none of the outbuildings were moved or reproduced on the new
site.

SIGNIFICANCE AND EVALUATION OF HISTORIC FURNISHINGS

Cape Cod National Seashore’s museum collections related to the U.S. Life-Saving
Service and Coast Guard serve as documents of how the station functioned. The archival
material has a high degree of historic integrity in that it is specific to the Old Harbor Life-
Saving and Coast Guard Station. Included are wreck and log books that provide first
hand accounts of life at the station; copies of correspondence from the district
superintendent which reveal how the larger bureaucracy impacted the individual stations;
and personnel records. Three-dimensional Life-Saving Service and Coast Guard artifacts
in the collection generally do not have direct association with Old Harbor, making them
of low integrity to the structure. However, most are associated with Cape Cod and

' The Massachusetts Humane Society was founded in 1786. If the 1795 date in the National Register
statement of significance refers to the year houses of refuge were first constructed along the Massachusetts
coast, it differs from the 1789 date cited in Richard Ryder’s Old Harbor Station Cape Cod.
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represent standard issue furnishings and supplies used at all stations throughout the
country, making them valuable evidence of the organization’s material culture.
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HISTORICAL DATA
BACKGROUND

The roots of the U.S. Life-Saving Service go back to the eighteenth century. Until well
into the twentieth century, international travel and commerce was dependent on the sea.
The large numbers of goods and passengers shipped over American waterways created a
real need for lighthouses and life saving stations to protect both life and property. From
its first recorded incident in 1629 into the early twentieth century, over 3,000 shipwrecks
occurred on the outer banks of Cape Cod. In the 1880s, wrecks averaged once every two
weeks.? The consequences of such losses in human terms directly led to the creation of
the Massachusetts Humane Society. Within a few years after its founding in 1786, the
Massachusetts Humane Society constructed rudimentary shelters to provide assistance to
ship wreck victims on the state’s remote coastal shores. These structures were meant to
give survivors temporary protection from the elements. However, the Society soon began
to push for more proactive forms of aid. In the early nineteenth century larger lifeboat
stations were built in Massachusetts to provide volunteers with the tools needed to
conduct rescues. The first structure of this type was erected in Cohasset, Massachusetts
in 1807.° Federal monies were provided in 1849 to the Society to construct stations on
Cape Cod. Once Congress began appropriating funds for the work, lifeboat stations
rapidly sprung up along the coasts of New Jersey, Long Island, Rhode Island, the
Carolinas, Georgia, Florida and Texas.*

The early stations were built to house a surfboat, surf car (also called a lifecar), mortar,
flares, line throwing apparatus and stove. They continued to serve as shelter for
shipwreck survivors. Manned by volunteers who did not live at the stations and provided
with no central organizational oversight, maintenance of the structures and equipment
was non-existent and the reliability of the crews erratic. The Sandy Hook (New Jersey)
Station built in 1855 was a case in point. In 1864 the station was found to be in
extremely dilapidated condition due to exposure and lack of upkeep to a structure that
was poorly built from the beginning.’

In 1871, the Secretary of the Treasury was authorized by Congress to hire surfmen for
specific periods and the Treasury’s Revenue Marine Bureau was given oversight of the
stations. The salary for surfmen was set at $40 a month.® Minimum qualifications for

? “The Guide’s Guide to Cape Cod National Seashore,” 1995, 201; US Army Corps web site
www.nac.usac.army.mil/ccc/history/canalstory.htm.

? Dennis L. Noble, That Others Might Live: The U.S. Life-Saving Service, 1878-1915 (Annapolis, MD:
Naval Institute Press, 1994), 20.

* Richard G. Ryder, Old Harbor Station Cape Cod (Norwich, CT: Ram Island Press, 1990), 1-2.

> Commander Robert F. Bennett, USCG, The Lifesaving Service at Sandy Hook Station 1854-1915
(Washington, DC: Public Affairs Division, U.S. Coast Guard, 1976), 5.

® Secondary sources do not agree on the salary figures for life saving station personnel in the 1870s. Ryder
and Bennett both cite salary for surfmen as $40 per month. The monthly figure given by Noble for 1871 is
$50. Noble states that the keeper’s salary was set at $200 a year in 1871, but this would have made the
keeper’s monthly salary less than half that of the surfmen! (54-55) Bennett says the keeper was paid $200
a month in the 1870s which would have been more than double a keeper’s yearly earnings 30 years later.
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keepers, training and inspections were established. However, insufficient government
funding meant that the same problems of neglect and inadequate staffing continued.
Responding to public outcries for improvement, the U.S. Life-Saving Service was
established in 1879 as a separate entity within the Treasury Department under the
direction of General Superintendent Sumner Kimball.”

The humanitarian mission of the Life-Saving Service generated enormous public support.
Surfmen were romanticized in the popular press as “storm warriors” and “soldiers of the
surf.” According to Dennis Noble, the mythic status of the lifesaver was promulgated by
the excellent public relations skills of Sumner Kimball. Station crews were supervised by
keepers, who generally used the title Captain as it reflected their level of authority. A
keeper and his crew were usually from the local community and had fishing
backgrounds.® Each surfman signed “Articles of Agreement” during each winter work
season, making them subject to command of the keeper, the official regulations of the
Life-Saving Service and the district assistant inspectors who were Revenue Marine
officers (usually lieutenants). Assistant inspectors reported to the inspector, who in turn
reported to the general superintendent. Keepers reported to district superintendents
(civilians appointed by the Treasury Department), while the latter reported to the general
superintendent.

One of the major problems that plagued the U.S. Life-Saving Service was staffing. In the
period between 1871 and 1913, the average time of service in the Northeast was nine
years. Only ten percent of keepers in this region had remained with the Life-Saving
Service between 20 and 30 years and only three percent for more than 30. The average
surfman served two years in the Service, generally leaving to seek better employment,
particularly in areas near urban communities.'® While low pay and the isolation of the
stations were among the main reasons for resignation from service, lack of retirement
benefits or pensions was probably the single most crucial factor.''

From 1876 on, Kimball in his annual reports repeatedly urged Congress to pass
legislation allowing pensions for surfmen, stating that lifesavers were “morally entitled to
financial assistance from the Government.”'? Kimball likened surfmen to soldiers,

According to period sources, by 1902 surfmen were earning $65 a month and keepers $900 a year or $75
per month (see Dalton, 33 and “The Monomoy Life-Savers,” The Boston Herald, 18 March 1902). Perhaps
the $50 per month figure cited by Noble was actually the salary for the keeper in 1871.

" Ryder, 1-2.

® Noble, 59-61.

? Bennett, The Lifesaving Service at Sandy Hook Station, 15-16.

' Noble, 64-65, 77-76.

' A different view of surfmans’ pay is presented by Commander Robert F. Bennett in his report on the
Sandy Hook Life-Saving Station (15-16). Bennett notes that the salary of a lifesaver in 1900 -- $65 per
month — compared favorably with the $16 per month earned by a first class boatswains mate on a Navy
battleship the same year. It should be pointed out, however, that surfmen were required to pay for a
number of non-reimbursable station-related expenses, such as their uniforms and food, out of their own
pockets. They also worked seasonally and were not employed by the government year round.

12 Annual Report of the United States Life-Saving Service for the Fiscal Year Ending June 30, 1902
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1903), 50-51.
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policemen and firemen “engaged in perilous public service for the protection of life” and
who were accorded such benefits."> The 1905 report stated:

In the report of the Service for 1904 legislation was strongly advocated giving
pensions to the widows and dependent children of members of life-saving crews
losing their lives in the line of duty and providing for the retirement of those who
become disabled from injury or disease incurred in the Service or from the
infirmities of age....The Service has been seriously crippled by the loss of
experienced surfmen, who are leaving the crews in constantly increasing numbers
for occupations where the work is less hazardous and the pay better. It has
become necessary to fill their places with men who, in many instances, are
inferior in capacity and character. That the morale of the station crews has been
thus injuriously affected is forcibly shown by the growing number of dismissals
for cause, those occurring during the past year being double those of the year
preceding. '

No bill ever passed during the Life-Saving Service era, despite broad public support.

Throughout most of its 36 year existence the Life-Saving Service’s rescue procedures and
equipment reflected 1870s technology geared to wrecks occurring close to shore
involving wooden commercial ships navigating the coasts. By 1900 marine technology
had evolved. Machine powered steel ships were less susceptible to winds and with
improved navigational equipment, stayed farther offshore which reduced risk of running
aground. As ships began navigating farther away from shore, providing assistance using
traditional oar-powered wooden surfboats became more time consuming and risky. The
early 1900s also saw a dramatic increase in the use of gas-powered motor boats along
with a corresponding increase in recreational boating in coastal waters by people with
few, if any, nautical skills.

External changes helped to slowly reduce the number of shipwrecks. In 1870, the U.S.
Weather Bureau became part of the Army Signal Corps and established a school of
meteorology for training the military. In 1870 the Bureau had 24 field stations conveying
weather observations to Washington three times a day; in 1878, it had 284.
Improvements in meteorological study led to the ability to forecast storms more
accurately and provide some degree of advance warning.'> The telegraph and telephone
enabled forecasts to be conveyed to railroads and the news media for wider
dissemination. Inventions like Marconi’s wireless in 1901, which for the first time
allowed for ship to shore communication, made it possible for captains of ocean-going
vessels to obtain news about storms while at sea and offshore aid.'® The completion of
the Cape Cod Canal in 1914 gave vessels a safer interconnecting waterway between

" Annual Report of the United States Life-Saving Service for the Fiscal Year Ending June 30, 1903
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1904), 52.

' Annual Report of the United States Life-Saving Service for the Fiscal Year Ending June 30, 1905
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1906), 55-56.

' National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration web site www.history.noaa. gov.

' The Guide’s Guide, 121-122.
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Buzzards Bay and the Cape by cutting through the Cape’s isthmus. Although traffic was
initially slow because of the expense of the tolls and because the initial depth of the canal
was only 15 feet, traffic gradually increased after the canal was deepened to 20 feet in
1915. That year 2689 vessels passed through the canal; the next year the figure increased
to 4634 vessels with a gross tonnage of 3.5 million. The United States Government
purchased the canal in 1928, eliminated the tolls and began additional waterway
improvements.'”

Technological changes, issues of inadequate pay, lack of a pension system, the impact of
progressive political reform and a perceived duplication of efforts in the Life-Saving
Service, the U.S. Lighthouse Service and the U.S. Revenue Cutter Service (which was
founded as a maritime police and safety force) led to the consolidation of the Revenue
Cutter Service and Life-Saving Service by Congress in 1915. The new government unit
became the U.S. Coast Guard. The civilian lifesavers became part of a paramilitary
organization of commissioned officers (district superintendents), warrant officers
(keepers), petty officers and enlisted men (surfmen). A retirement system was included
as a benefit. Eventually Coast Guard cutters and later helicopters took over the lifesaving
duties previously handled by surfmen on land and the stations were decommissioned in
large numbers after World War IL."® In the twenty-first century, the Coast Guard has
again taken on a new group of responsibilities as part of the US Department of Homeland
Security.

'7US Army Corps web site www.nac.usac.army.mil/ccc/history/canalstory.htm.
" Noble, 147-153, 155-156.
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OVERVIEW OF CONSTRUCTION

The Old Harbor Life-Saving Station Historic Structure Report (1988) thoroughly
documents the structural history of the station and modifications over the years. The
following brief summary is based primarily on its Structure Report, which should be
consulted for detailed analysis of the building’s construction and finishes.

Original Construction, 1897

Years before construction of Old Harbor Life-Saving Station, the north end of Nauset
Beach in Chatham, Massachusetts served as the location of the Chatham Life-Saving
Station in 1876. In 1880, the Chatham station was moved back to its original 1872 site at
the north end of Monomoy Island so that the U.S. Life Saving Service could erect a
modern station at the North Beach location. After the old Chatham station was removed,
it took 17 years before a new life saving station was constructed. In the meantime, on
December 1896, the schooner Calvin B. Orcutt was wrecked off Chatham. This
unfortunate incident, in which eight lives were lost, was the catalyst in finally getting Old
Harbor built. An investigation by the Assistant Inspector of the First and Second
Districts following the Orcutt incident concluded that the nine miles separating the
Orleans and Chatham life saving stations was too great a distance for effectively
preventing and assisting wrecks. On February 1, 1897, the inspector recommended
construction of an additional station. "

Bids for construction opened June 21, 1897. Ultimately, J.S. Randall of Portland, Maine
was selected as contractor to build the Duluth-style station, a type designed by George
Tolman in 1893. Over 27 stations were built as Duluth structures throughout the United
States, six in Massachusetts alone. (At the time the Historic Structure Report was written
in 1988, only 14 Duluth stations were still standing.) Architectural drawings for this
latest station on Cape Cod included a boatroom, mess room, keeper’s office and quarters,
storm gear room, kitchen, pantry, crew’s quarters, a spare room, stowaway area and a
watch tower in the main building; an outbuilding containing a privy, coal, wood and oil
storage; a cistern to be attached to the main building; and a flagstaff. Construction was
completed on February 18, 1898.%° Noting that this particular area of Chatham had “from
time immemorial been called ‘Old Harbor’” and that he could not “suggest a name more
independent of other stations or of older origin,” the District Superintendent selected this
name over the second option — Mud Hole — to clearly distinguish the new station from the
neighboring Chatham Life-Saving Station.”'

Specifications called for the one-and-a-half story high main building with four story
watch tower to be “arranged for the accommodation of the keeper and crew.” The
exterior received “heavy tongued plank, covered with felt, with a weather covering of

" Peggy A. Albee, Old Harbor Life-Saving Station Cape Cod National Seashore Historic Structure Report
(Boston, MA: US Department of the Interior, National Park Service, North Atlantic Region, Cultural
Resources Center, Buildings Conservation Branch, June 1988), 13-14.

>0 Albee, 15-17.

I Quoted in Albee, 15.
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shingles” to help create “a tight and warm structure.” Inside, the wood plank ceilings
were left unplastered. Interior walls and partitions were plastered throughout the
building, the exception being in the boatroom where the “frame, including the roof, will
show, dressed.” The 1897 specifications note that the final plaster coat was to be mixed
with enough yellow ochre pigment to produce a “light canary tint.” Interior woodwork
was to be painted “French gray” on the first floor ceilings and “a light olive tint”
elsewhere.”” The interior stairs were originally finished in varnish or oil.”*

Arguably the most important space within the building, the boatroom (also referred to as
the boathouse) was to “be arranged for boats, boat wagon, apparatus cart, etc.” and
included a loft. The interior wall separating the boatroom from the rest of the building
was covered with clapboard on the boatroom side. Instructions stated that the station sign
erected over the boatroom doors was to be painted “a light Colonial yellow, letters to be 8
inches high, painted black, molding a French gray.”**

Alterations During Life-Saving Station Period, 1899-1914

Apparently neither the interior painting nor the plaster tinting was ever carried out during
the original construction. Historical Architect Peggy Albee cites entries in Old Harbor’s
journals that show the crew painted the interior from March through May 1899 and
provides modern paint analysis as further evidence. Given that the station was completed
in February 1898 it is highly unlikely re-painting was required after only a little over a
year. Paint analysis conducted as part of the Structure Report indicates the interior
plaster surfaces were left their natural color. Therefore, the vibrant wall and border
colors in2 5contrasting hues that constitute the first paint layers were probably applied early
in 1899.

The Life-Saving Service’s interest in utilizing the latest technology to fulfill its duties is
illustrated by the organization’s quickness in adopting telephones. The station was
equipped with a phone and in January 1899 telephone lines were installed in the halfway
houses located at the ends of the Old Harbor Station’s patrol route.*®

An inspection report of May 26, 1899 indicated Old Harbor Station needed a cellar,
stable and workshop. Another inspection seven months later was more specific in its
recommendations, which included creating a nine foot square cellar for vegetables and
provisions; adding a window for light and ventilation in the keeper’s office; constructing
a stable, carriage room and workshop; and erecting a free-standing boathouse three-
quarters of a mile from the station in which to store one of Old Harbor’s two surfboats.
One surfboat had been moved out of the station boatroom to this location nearer the water

** “Specifications and Drawings For A Life-Saving Station At Old Harbor (near Chatham), Mass. 2nd
District, 1897,” Chief of Cultural Resources records, “Old Harbor” file, Cape Cod National Seashore, 6-7,
11, 17.

> Albee, 20.

* “Specifications and Drawings For A Life-Saving Station At Old Harbor (near Chatham), Mass. 2nd
District, 1897,” 6-7, 9, 15.

> Albee, 19.

* Albee, 18-19.
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but was fully exposed to the elements. Authorization to act on all of the inspection
recommendations except construction of a stable and workshop was granted in April
1900.%” Considering the station had hired a horse since December 1, 1898 the long delay
in getting permission to build a stable is puzzling.*®

Completed in September 1900, the cellar constructed under the tower was accessible
through an exterior bulkhead added to the front (now the north side) of the station.”” The
hired horse still had to wait another two years before a barn was built.>® Approval for
construction of an 18’ x 30° workshop was eventually received in April 1905.°'

The toll of exposure to severe weather on the station and its support structures is evident
in the frequency of repainting, replacement of worn or rotted floors and stair treads, the
boatroom ramp and boardwalks. Exterior and interior painting seems to have been done
cyclically, about every three years for the exterior. The one year old boathouse had to be
moved farther back from the beach in 1901 to protect it from encroaching seas and was
moved again for the same reason in 1905.%

Over the decade, various physical upgrades were made. In 1909 and 1910 a number of
changes and repairs were carried out based on recommendations that had been made by
the Inspector in 1906. The work cost $2428.68 and included replacing eight swinging
sash windows in the tower with sliding sashes; weather stripping the tower windows;
replacing the treads on the watch tower stepladder; repairing ten treads on the main
interior staircase; re-flashing and re-shingling around the east window of the crew's
quarters; repair of the floors in the watch tower, pantry, mess room and kitchen;
refinishing four thresholds; plastering ceilings on the first floor, except in the keeper’s
room office and staircase hall; plastering the crew’s quarters; construction of a new
boatroom ramp; closing off the side boatroom door; replacing the sliding front door of the
boatroom with swinging doors; installing new framing and flooring for the front porch;
raising the chimney three feet; and installing a new cistern cover and exterior weather
boarding around the boatroom. Besides this work, an addition to the barn was built and
another cellar was added under the dwelling portion of the station. The latter was
accessed by an interior staircase that originally was in the kitchen. In August 1910 a hot
water heating system that used eight Buffalo standard radiators was in place. The boiler
was located in the new cellar, where a coal bin was also constructed. This work
represented the single largest rehabilitation of the station during the Life-Saving Service
years. Improvements continued on a smaller scale up to 1915, including construction of
new halfway houses. ™

*7 Albee, 20-26, 28.

*¥ Log for Station 41, 1 March 1898-25 February 1899, Records of U.S. Coast Guard Lifesaving Service,
RG 26, Box 807, National Archives and Records Administration (hereafter cited as NARA), Waltham,
MA.

* Albee, 20-26, 28.

%% John W. Dalton, The Life Savers of Cape Cod (Old Greenwich, CT: The Chatham Press, 1902), 114.
> Albee, 23.

* Albee, 21-22.

* Albee, 24-28.
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Alterations During Coast Guard Period, 1915-1944

Routine maintenance continued throughout the U.S. Coast Guard years, as well as
upgrading of equipment and installation of more modern conveniences. In March 1919,
the Inspector noted that the floors in the mess room (despite having been replaced nine
years earlier), kitchen, storm clothes room and pantry were worn out and that the kitchen
window sash was rotted. Repairs to the heating system were needed by 1924.*

The station got its first indoor toilets in 1927, a process that included installation of a
water supply system, plumbing system, fixtures and concrete septic tank. On the first
floor a closet between the boatroom and the keeper’s quarters was converted for this
purpose. On the second floor a latrine was created from a portion of the locker and spare
rooms on the west side of the building; it was enlarged in 1942 to include two stalls, three
sinks and two showers.>’

Due to lack of funding Old Harbor Coast Guard Station was not electrified until 1932. It
was presumably at that time that a Kohler 32V DC 1500w gas powered electric generator
was installed and a gas tank placed outside the station, in the rear. In 1935 the interiors
were repainted. By 1944, Old Harbor included the station, boathouse, garage, workshop,
steel flag tower, wood drill pole, and “aviation [pole?] with no platform.”*°

In 1943 a new Kohler 110V DC 2kw gas powered electric generator replaced the circa
1932 generator. That same year the 1927 gas water pumping engine was replaced by an
electric engine. These were among the last upgrades made to Old Harbor before the
station was decommissioned in July 1944. At that time, the building was closed, the
doors and windows boarded up and water pipes drained.”’

Alterations During Period of Private Ownership, 1947-1973

Old Harbor stood abandoned for at least three years before it was privately purchased.
The U.S. Government’s Declaration of Abandonment was filed in Barnstable County on
March 24, 1947. A bid to purchase the buildings had been made by Edwin Taylor and
Jonathan Eldridge in September 1946. The two also acquired the land, which was not
owned by the U.S. Government, from Oscar C. Nickerson. On August 30, 1948 the
property was sold to Albert N. Long, although a property dispute 10 years later found that
Oscar Nickerson held title to the land through adverse possession. After a final decree by
the Superior Court of Massachusetts confirming Nickerson’s title, a series of Quitclaim
Deeds were filed. The property was transferred to Long, then to George Bearse and
ultimately to Howard Rose. In 1959 Rose became joint owner, along with his wife and
two daughters; in a letter Rose said he purchased the buildings in 1948.** Changes made
to Old Harbor after the station was decommissioned are not well documented. It has

* Albee, 30.

33 Albee, 30-32.

¢ Albee, 4, 31-33.
37 Albee, 32-34.

3% Albee, 4-7, 34-35.
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been assumed that most if not all were instituted by Rose, who said he made “extensive
alterations, repairs and improvements to not only the station but to the original stable
building, workshop building and Boat House” immediately after acquiring the buildings
and in later years.”

According to Historical Architect Peggy Albee most of the alterations probably pre-date
1962, when the property was again offered for sale. The changes were geared toward
transforming the station into a vacation retreat. Walls between the mess room, storm
clothes closet, keeper’s office and stairway foyer were removed in order to create a single
large living area. Walls were also removed around the pantry and between the rear entry
and pantry to enlarge the kitchen. A shower was added to the first floor lavatory and a
storage room was created in the southeast corner of boatroom. Screens were installed in
the boatroom double doorways. On the second floor, what had been a single large
sleeping room for the life saving crew was divided into four bedrooms, although Albee
suspects the southwest corner bedroom may have been created by the Coast Guard. A
new bathroom and linen closet were added on the second floor. The boat room loft was
changed to a full floor over the span of the room, with a trap door and ladder for access.
All floors were covered with linoleum or tile, except for in the boat room. By 1962 the
cellar had been partitioned into four distinct areas — a workshop, larder room, power plant
and laundry area. Hot water was heated by gas and electricity was still provided by
generators. In 1962 gas and electric space heaters were installed to supplement the
limited warmth provided by the Heatilator fireplace in the former mess room. A
combination of gas and electric lighting fixtures were being used in 1972, although it is
not known when the gas fixtures were installed. *

Alterations During NPS Owner ship, 1973-2004

Apparently, the National Park Service was interested in the property as early as 1963: an
appraisal from that year was initiated by the regional director. According to that
document the property at the time encompassed 19.7 acres of land, the former station, a
6’x6’ storage shed with double doors on the front (the 1900 boathouse) east of two
detached cottages (the former stable and the workshop), and a 75 foot steel signal tower.
The station overall was described as in fair condition, as were the first floor rooms but
many of the second floor bedrooms were categorized as being in poor shape.*!
Photographs of the interiors from this period show evidence of water damage to the
plastered ceilings.

In 1972, a memo to CACO’s superintendent from the historian provided a summary of
the Old Harbor Station and the opinion that, while the historian admitted to not having
seen the interior of the station, it was understood based on conversations with others that
the interior “has been gutted and altered — only the exterior shell remains.” If the Park

¥ Howard Rose to Glen Kaye, NPS, Greenwich, CT, 2 May 1977, Old Harbor Coast Guard Station file,
Cape Cod National Seashore.

* Albee, 35-37.

4 Appraisal of property, North Beach, Chatham, MA, Tract No. 41C 8100, Fred R. O’Donnell, M.A.IL., 18
July 1936, Old Harbor Coast Guard Station file, Cape Cod National Seashore.
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Service purchased the property, it would have “another historic property on our hands. If
we buy it, we must keep it whether we use it or not....It might be possible in ten years to
show that reconstruction would be necessary (and the architectural histories tend to show
that the NPS is extremely reluctant to engage in historic reconstruction). Perhaps the
building could be demolished or given away at that time. In any case, restoration and use
as an exhibit would probably not be feasible. Perhaps, as on Nantucket, use could be
made of it as a hostel, as you suggested.”** The tone of this and later internal memoranda
imply the Park Service’s primary interest in acquiring the Old Harbor property was the
land, not the structures.

In contrast to the historian’s impressions in the 1972 memo, the National Register
nomination statement of significance written by Edison Pike Lohr in July 1973 said that
while some changes had been made “Internally, the structure has not been altered to a
great degree though extensive repairs would have to be made if the building were to be
used interpretively.” Lohr emphasized that Old Harbor was “a rare reminder of the days
of Sail, the days when shipwrecks were commonplace....the old Life Saving Service
(which became the Coast Guard in 1915) was the single most important activity on Cape
Cod for seventy years....In World War I and II, beach patrols, using these stations, were
a vital part of Coast defenses. Although Old Harbor station was built at the turn of the
century...its historical value, as representative of a vital part of the Cape’s past, is
obvious. Soon, no Coast Guard buildings will remain.” The nomination form also
warned “Very rapid encroachment by the sea makes some sort of preservation action
vital. If the station is not moved very soon, the ocean will claim it as it has several other
stations in recent years” although at the same time Lohr felt moving the structure to a
location inland would reduce its historic integri‘[y.43

On June 23, 1973 the National Park Service purchased the former Old Harbor Station
from Howard Rose for $44,935. The Rose family retained the right to continue their
private use of the station for another five years and ownership of the outbuildings, which
Rose had converted into efficiency apartments. Old Harbor came under management of
Cape Cod National Seashore and for the next four years the National Park Service tried to
figure out what to do with the structure.**

A local reporter wrote of the sale somewhat cynically “The Old Harbor Lifesaving
Station on Chatham’s North Beach is now owned by the taxpayers of America. They’ll
be able to take actual possession of the weathered old building in five years if there is
anything left of it.”* The problem of erosion on the shores of North Beach had become
obvious. According to various newspaper articles, the high water mark in 1897 came
within 600 feet of the new station’s location; by 1973 it was within six to ten feet of the

*2 Memorandum, Historian to Superintendent, CACO, 8 December 1972, Old Harbor Coast Guard Station
file, Cape Cod National Seashore.

* 0ld Harbor Life Saving —U.S. Coast Guard Station National Register of Historic Places nomination form,
Cape Cod National Seashore files.

“ Albee, 7, 38.

* «QOld Harbor Lifesaving Station Bought By Park,” The Cape Codder, 9 August 1973.
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front doors; in 1976, storm tide waves hit the building.46 Public sentiment was summed
up by The Cape Codder: “If the Old Harbor station does succumb to the relentless force
of the Atlantic its loss will be a profound one to many local people.”*’

The Park Service had already begun exploring the costs of moving the station. In June
1973, Superintendent Leslie Arnberger reported to the regional director that Howard
Rose was “getting estimates on cost and has approached the Chatham Historical Society
and the Chatham Conservation Foundation to determine if they would be interested in
contributing to the cost of saving the old landmark. If not, it seems a foregone conclusion
that the old station will go as we are not aware of any Service funds available for this
purpose. Should this be the case, Mr. Rose has requested that he be permitted to remove
the boat room from the building and move it to a safe bay side location. Since the
building is nominated for the National Register it would appear that any proposal for
moving, alteration or demolishment, must be considered by the Department and the
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation.”*® Rose’s contacts with the Chatham
Historical Society and Conservation Foundation apparently did not yield the necessary
funds because in September the park superintendent requested of the regional office that
the station be sold.*

For four years the Park Service and local preservation groups dickered about how Old
Harbor station could be saved but more to the point, what it would cost and who would
foot the bill. The Chatham Conservation Foundation Inc., Chatham Conservation
Commission and Chatham Historical Commission wrote the National Park Service
requesting it preserve Old Harbor. At a Cape Cod National Seashore Advisory
Commission meeting, the Park Service’s representative noted the organization did not
want to see the building destroyed but that this was inevitable if left in its original
location and “the cost of moving and preserving it was going to be prohibitive in view of
the fact financing is becoming more difficult as costs increase.” At this point, discussion
among the local preservation community turned to possible sites for relocating the station
and who would be responsible for the maintenance of the structure if it was moved to
non-Park Service land.™

Among the possible sites explored for relocating Old Harbor were Nauset, Cahoon’s
Hollow, Pamet River, Highlands, Peaked Hill, High Head, Race Point and Wood End.
Two main criteria for evaluating the sites were integrity (the location was in an area with
beach access and a clear view of the ocean) and use (the location could be used by the
National Seashore and accessible to the public). All except Race Point were rejected
because of problems with beach erosion, lack of access, fragile dune environments, or
issues of land ownership. Race Point, slated to be turned over to the Park Service by the

% «QOld Harbor Lifesaving Station Bought By Park”; Mary Maruca, “Saving the Life-Saving Station,”
Cultural Resources Management Bulletin, Vol. 1, No. 3, September 1978.

7 «0ld Harbor Lifesaving Station Bought By Park.”

* Memorandum, Leslie P. Arnberger, Superintendent, CACO to Regional Director, North Atlantic Region,
24 July 1973, CACO file 15.1, Cape Cod National Seashore.

“ Albee, 38.

50 Meeting minutes, National Seashore Advisory Commission, n.d., 10-12, Chief of Cultural Resources
records, “Old Harbor” file, Cape Cod National Seashore.
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U.S. Coast Guard and with “an accreting rather than eroding beach” was clearly the most
suitable location.

The Park Service remained reluctant to seek funding for the move. This reluctance may
have been a persistence in thinking that the Rose alterations had irreversibly
compromised the building’s historic integrity, despite statements to the contrary made in
the National Register nomination and by other Park Service representatives and historical
architects.”’ By 1976, Old Harbor was one of only two of the Cape’s nineteenth century
life saving stations still standing. The other had been extensively remodeled as a
restaurant.”> One Park Service official warned: “Because this history is so closely related
to Cape Cod, we would probably come in for very severe criticism if we did not save
some structures related to the life saving story, even though these structures would have
to be moved away from their original location.”>® Yet, Park Service management seemed
to remain unconvinced that Old Harbor’s historic significance justified the cost of a move
to save it. “In conclusion, while the Seashore realizes the historic importance of the Old
Harbor Lifesaving Station,” wrote Cape Cod’s Superintendent to the Regional Director in
March 1977, “we do not consider the significance sufficient to justify the costs to relocate
the structure. This conclusion is also supported by the anticipated release of Race Point
Coast Guard Station to the National Park Service. This old station is ideally located for
use in conjunction with our sea rescue interpretive program.”* By April 1977 regional
Historian Ricardo Torres-Reyes and Historical Architect Marsha Fader were studying the
station to determine its significance.”

In June 1977, the Park Service’s North Atlantic Regional Office approached
Massachusetts Congressman Gerry Studds for financial support to move Old Harbor
Station. Congress subsequently appropriated funds for the project. Middlesex
Contractors and Riggers, Inc. was hired to relocate the station. Subcontractors were John
Born Associates, who provided drawings for lifting and rigging; and Nickerson and
Berger, Inc. to prepare the foundation and floor-frame plans for the new Race Point
location. Work on the new foundation ultimately proved to be a contracting nightmare.
Documentation for reconstruction of Old Harbor’s chimney was done by Coastal
Engineering Company.® The Chatham Conservation Commission gave the Park Service
conditional approval to move Old Harbor Life-Saving Station in October, reserving the

3! Meeting minutes, National Seashore Advisory Commission in which a Park Service spokesman publicly
acknowledged that Old Harbor, as one of the earliest life saving stations surviving on the east coast, was a
“very special” building; and Larry J. Hoving, National Park Service Acting Regional Director to Elizabeth
Amadon, Massachusetts Historical Commission Executive Director, n.d., CACO file 15.1, Cape Cod
National Seashore, which states that on the whole the first floor of the station was intact based on 1910
architectural drawings and original windows, door casings and plasterwork were intact.

> Maruca.

>> Memorandum, Ross Holland to Larry Hadley, 22 August 1975, CACO file15.1, Cape Cod National
Seashore.

** See Memorandum, Superintendent, CACO to Regional Director, North Atlantic Region, 11 March 1977,
CACO file 15.1, Cape Cod National Seashore.

33 Glen Kaye, Chief of Interpretation to Howard Rose, 26 April 1977, CACO file 15.1, Cape Cod National
Seashore.

% Albee, 39.
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right to amend its final order of conditions depending on the method the contractor chose
to move the station.>’

Under the direction of NPS Historical Architect Marsha Fader, Old Harbor Station was
moved by barge to Provincetown harbor in November 1977, where it remained until May
1978, at which time it was moved to its new location on the beach at Race Point. Race
Point had ultimately been selected due to its close approximation to the station’s original
setting. The station had to be sawed in half, the chimney dismantled and most of the
original plaster ceilings removed to reduce weight to facilitate the move.”® The move
itself was glgnprecedented in National Park Service history. The final project cost was
$118,578.

Due to project overruns, restoration carpentry work on the station, originally part of the
contract, was undertaken instead by the National Park Service. Between August 1978
and November 1980 work proceeded fitfully. The first floor rooms were restored (with
the exception of the floors) and limited work was done on the second floor. All work
accomplished, including shingling, plastering, re-erecting interior walls, constructing boat
ramps, rebuilding of the front and rear porches, was done based on a combination of
remaining physical evidence and the original 1897 building specifications. The
reproduction doors for the boat room were made to slide, not swing as they did after
1910; the west doorway of the boat room, which had been blocked since 1910, was
reopened; the interior paint colors used on the first floor and stairwell levels were
matched to the tones found in the first paint layers dating no later than 1899.%

At the time the Historic Structure Report was written in 1988, much of the restoration
work was (and still is) incomplete, particularly on the second floor. Vandals had
destroyed part of the work done on the first floor.*’

Work on the structure since 1988 has primarily been to address preservation problems.
Severe storms and driving rain often infiltrate the building and periodic break-ins result
in structural damage. Following a storm in October 1991, water infiltrated the boat room
through a broken window, around the ocean side doors and through a roof leak above the
surf boat. The floor of the crew’s sleeping quarters contained 1 1/2" of water and a leak
in the tower stairwell was described as “severe.”®> Recommendations made by the

7 Philip K. Dodd, “ConsCom Gives Conditional OK On Old Harbor Station Removal,” The Cape Codder,
14 October 1977.

58 Jim Gilbert, “Town officials fear overruns as station readied for move,” Provincetown Advocate, 17
November 1977.

%% Completion Report, Relocation of Old Harbor Life-Saving Station attached to memorandum, Andrea
Gilmore, North Atlantic Historic Preservation Center to Mike Whatley, CACO, June 29, 1982, CACO file
15.1, Cape Cod National Seashore.

% Albee, 48-54.

o' Albee, 54.

62 Memorandum, Laura Illinge to Frank Ackerman, Condition Report Old Harbor Life Saving Station,
Chief of Cultural Resources records, “Old Harbor” file, Cape Cod National Seashore.
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Buildings Conservation Branch in 1995 for rectifying roof leaks testify to the persistence
of this particular problem.®

Between 2001 and 2002 the Northeast Buildings Conservation Center oversaw the
installation of a new roof, rehabilitation of the sliding boat room doors and window
sashes.® By 2004, a sprinkler system was installed throughout the building.®’

% Trip Report, Historical Architect, Buildings Conservation Branch to Interim Team Coordinator, S&P,
Northeast Systems Support Office, 6 July 1995, Chief of Cultural Resources records, “Old Harbor” file,
Cape Cod National Seashore.

% Draft Project Agreement, Northeast Building Conservation Branch, 3 January 2001; Sarah Korjeff, “Built
to save lives from the sea, threatened by the sea, it was saved by using the power of the sea,” The Cape Cod
Voice, 15-28 August 2002.

8 Conversation with William Burke, Chief, Cultural Resources, CACO, April 2004.
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HISTORICAL OCCUPANCY: U.S. GOVERNMENT OWNERSHIP
Daily Routine
Life-Saving Service Occupancy, 1898-1915

Daily log entries for Old Harbor Life-Saving Station begin on March 1, 1898. Prior to
Keeper Hezekiah Doane’s arrival at the station, the buildings were monitored by Frank
Clifford.®® On March 3, Doane recorded “Watchman Clifford gave up the Keys to me
and returned to his home.” The first two months of the new keeper’s employment were
spent receiving supplies and furnishings for outfitting the station, contracting for the
construction of surfboats and hiring a crew.®’ Instructions from the General
Superintendent of the Life-Saving Service to the Second District Superintendent were to
have the station manned with a crew of seven as soon as the buildings were equipped.®®
While Old Harbor Station was slated to begin active duty on April 23, 1898, in fact it was
not operational until May 1 with a crew of six rather than seven.®

The Old Harbor crew was on active duty for the month of May. In later years former
surfman Benjamin Eldredge recalled his arrival: “The Old Harbor Station was built in
1898 and ‘twas manned out May first. I was one of the first members that went out
there....It was a beautiful Sunday morning, as beautiful a day as you ever saw, and ‘twas
the day that Dewey took the battle of Manila Bay.””® On June 1: “The surfmen left the
station for their respective homes. Term of active season having expired May 31.”
However, on June 8, Keeper Hezekiah Doane was ordered to go back on active duty with
a crew of four at midnight.”' “[W]e had 10 months on and 2 months off. We signed up
for a year. But when the Spanish-American War come on, why, we was called back into
signal service and I went up and down that beach 5 times between 8 o’clock and 4 the
next morning,” said Benjamin Eldredge, revealing the reason for the reactivation.”
Those who reported for duty on June 9 along with Eldredge were Edwin Ellis, James
Jones and George Kenrick.” By July 21 the entire crew had been reactivated.”

The crew’s first day of work in May was spent measuring lines and outfitting the beach
apparatus cart. Throughout the month the men prepared and stored equipment still being
received, washed the station, practiced resuscitation techniques, trained in international

5 Ryder, 35

57 Entries for 1 March-25 April 1898 in log for Station 41, 1 March 1898-25 February 1899, Records of
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RG 26, Box 807, NARA.
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signal codes and went about daily patrols. Boat drills were conducted using a surfboat
borrowed from Chatham Life-Saving Station; Old Harbor’s surfboat did not arrive until
May 7. Numerous Coston signals were lit by the patrolmen to warn off ships coming too
close to shore. Occasionally the dory was taken out to retrieve small craft. The level of
summer boat traffic by the station could be high, as illustrated by the July 1 entry
recording the sighting of 73 schooners, 6 steamers, and 2 sloops.”> However, the waters
were considered most dangerous during the stations regular active season, which ran
from August 1 to May 31.

Weekly duties at Old Harbor Life-Saving Station followed a prescribed routine replicated
at other stations. According to the 1899 regulations, Mondays were devoted to beach
apparatus drills, cleaning and examination of all gear; on Tuesdays surfboat drills were
conducted; Wednesdays the crew practiced International and General Service code
signals; Thursdays were for additional beach apparatus practice; resuscitation practice
was conducted on Fridays; and on Saturdays the station was cleaned.”® There was little
change in the routine, as evidenced in the 1902 schedule: on Monday the station was
cleaned and maintained; boat drills were conducted on Tuesday; signal drills in the
International and General codes were on Wednesday; Thursday was devoted to beach
apparatus drills; Friday to resuscitation techniques; and laundering of cloths and bed
linens on Saturday.”” Although Dalton writes that Sundays were devoted to religion, the
day was really used for leisure pursuits at most stations. Considering the Ryder family
thought Hezekiah Doane a very religious man for having the crew sing hymns on Sunday
mornings, organized religious services appear to have been out of the ordinary at the
stations. The keeper’s monthly duties included paperwork for pay roll, muster roll and
schedule of expenses. Other paperwork dealt with on a scheduled basis by the keeper
included requisitions for supplies and annual property returns.”® As Peggy Albee notes in
the Structure Report, the central and district offices maintained tight control over requests
for purchases.” In addition the keeper maintained crucial records on daily station
activities, wrecks and personnel. Aside from paperwork, the keeper supervised his crew
and managed his station, assisted by the No. 1 surfman, who was in charge of the crew in
the keeper’s absence. The keeper did not have beach patrol but otherwise followed the
same schedule as the crew. Constant teaching and drilling of lower surfmen and training
of new recruits required a major portion of the keeper’s time.*

Lookouts and foot patrols made up the core of the surfman’s duties and took place daily,
in shifts, on holidays as well as regular workdays and in virtually all types of weather.
Beach patrols were only conducted at night, while lookout watches from the station tower
took place 24 hours a day. Benjamin Eldredge looked back on the nature of beach
patrolling when he was in his seventies: “Course in a bad snowstorm, thick weather or

7 Entries for 1 May-25 July 1898 in log for Station 41, 1 March 1898-25 February 1899, Records of U.S.
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very dark, of course we had to have marks on the beach where we knew....I’d come
down the beach with a southeast rainstorm and I couldn’t breathe hardly but I had to turn
back to, once in a while, and I’ve heard say you couldn’t see your hand before you. But
we wore those white Nova Scotia mittens, and I held ‘em up like that and couldn’t see
‘em. So you see we had to tell pretty nigh where we were....[when] we patrolled the
beach. We had 4 hours each way. Two men went out, one went south, one went north.”®!
Keeper Doane recorded on February 13, 1899 that the weather was so severe the
midnight beach patrol from Old Harbor was unable to meet his counterpart from Orleans
Life-Saving Station at the halfway point. “[V]ery dangerous patroling [sic] in the N.E.
Blizzard which prevails tonight,” he noted.*

Under normal circumstances, those on beach patrol to the north would meet surfmen
patrolling from the Orleans station at the halfway mark, approximately 2 2 miles to the
north of Old Harbor to exchange checks. The surfmen on south patrol used time clocks
to record their rounds because the Chatham station was cut off from the beach by water.
“In those days the men patrolled the beach, one man going north to meet the south patrol
from Orleans station, and one man going south to a Half Way House on the beach where
there was a time clock which the Surfman had to punch with a key that he carried.
Sometimes I walked along the beach with Richard to punch the clock,” said Rebecca
Ryder.* “We had a key on our time-clock that unlocked a safe, then we took the key out
of the safe and punched a clock,” recalled Benjamin Eldredge. “You see, first along, the
cap’n had to get up twelve o’ clock every night and change that dial. See, it made a little
hole g‘l the dial just what time we [patrolled] — so he’d know we’d covered our beat,
see.”

Initially Old Harbor Station had one halfway house, sometimes referred to as a watch
house, at the halfway point to the north between Old Harbor and the Orleans station. It
was built by the crew in October 1898 and had a telephone installed in 1899. Benjamin
Eldredge remembered the shack-like structure as being “fixed up with a little ram-cat
stove in it and then it had a telephone and that’s about all.” It served as a place to
temporarily shelter wreck survivors before being brought to the station. “As I know,
when we took off [passengers from] the Elsie M. Smith I think we had about 13 or 15
men in that 6 by 8 room there in that little building, wringing out the clothes and things.
Sure was pretty crowded,” remarked Eldredge.® Rebecca Ryder remembered the interior
as having “just a wooden plank to sit down on” in 1905.%

Inspections were conducted regularly to determine the crews’ efficiency in essential life
saving skills. Among the most important drills were those involving surfboat and
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breeches buoy rescues. Surfmen were expected to be able to complete the beach
apparatus drill in five minutes.®” During the Life-Saving Service years the Old Harbor
crew’s time generally fell within 4 % to 5 minutes.® Other exercises involved various
signaling techniques, including wig-wag which was practiced with great frequency at Old
Harbor. A form of flag signaling particularly important in the years before radio
transmission, wig-wag was used like Morse code: a red flag equaled a dash and a white
flag was the equivalent of a dot. Four surfman were required to carry out the drill. Two
manipula;:ged the flags, one read the signal through a telescope and one recorded the
message.

The earliest log entries simply note the names of drills conducted that day or read “crew
employed in routine duties.” Separate lines recorded the weather, lookout and patrol
assignments. Even