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IGHTHOUSES OF MASSACHUETTS

THEVIAUC GROUP NOMINATICN Lighthouse #26

pege 1
STE DESCRPTION

Minot's Ledge is a twenty-five foot wide ledge of rock located approximately
ae mile oﬁgsehore from the Towmn of Cohasset. It is part of the%d‘esﬂ

Rocks, a reef extending for sometwo miles in a southwesterly direction off
Cohasst ad Scituate.
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THEMATIC GROUP NOMINATION

MAIOR HBVENTS DESCRIPTION

Single 102" foot tapered cylindrical tower of granite rising to a flared
convex projection which supports the watchroom and lantern. An iron ladder up
the side leads to an entranceway at the approximate mid-point of the tower.
The entrance has a pedimented hood and a block and tackle mechanism used to
hoist a boat to the entrance level. Above the entrance, the tower is
punctuated by small square windows which light five interior levels of living
and working space. The watchroom is encircled by a narrow walkway with a cast
iron railing; this arrangement is repeated at the uppermost (lantern) level.
The lantern itself is bronze with a domed roof surmounted by a lightning rod.

The tower design is shown on the attached plan. The granite masonry for the
tower was cut and preassembled at the mainland site to assure proper fit at
Minot's Ledge. The stone cutters alternated between the ledge and the staging
area located on Gulf Island, Cohasset Harbor. The lower 22 courses consist of
a precisely cut system of horizontally interlocking radial and spacer stones
of gray granite. These courses are held in place by the mass of the tower,
and by iron dowels and iron cbgs between courses. The upper twenty courses
consist of vertically interlocking wedge-shaped granite blocks. These courses
form a cylindrical void, which provide six levels of living and work space.
The lantern house is secured into the top collar course. The overall height
of the tower is 102 feet 9 inches.

The Minot's Ledge Shore Station, consisting of the duplex keeper's dwelling,
the second assistant keeper's dwelling and ancillary buildings, was also
established on Gulf Island c. 1860. Following the automation of Minot's Ledge
Light in 1947, the island was sold to the town of Cohasset and is now known as
Government Island. The duplex keeper's dwelling with a triple gable elevation
is extant and has been converted to apartments. The waterfront, including a
building which was probably converted from the second assistant keeper's
dwelling, is used by a local sailing club.

The American Society of Civil Engineer's National Historic Engineering
Landmark Plaque commemorating the construction and staging of Minot's Ledge
Light is also located there. The Shore Station is not included in this
nomination.

Following is a description of the construction of the lighthouse, which was
accomplished between 1855 and 1860:

The first workmen landed on the ledge on 12 June, 1855. They
loosened the wedges around the stumps of the legs from the old
lighthouse and removed the mussels from the top of the ledge. The
season was too far advanced to accomplish much more on the rock.
Still, the small party of workers gained valuaJble experience and laid
out work for the intense effort scheduled for the following year.
The rock was worked 130 hours during 1855.

The second working season began on the 1 April, 1856. Before
construction of the tower could begin, the uneven ledge had to be cut
into steps and two partial courses of stone had to be laid before the
first complete one. Temporary cofferdams made of sandbags were built
around small areas of the ledge to facil iate work on the foundation.
(A permanent cofferdam was impossible due to exposure to the sea.)
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MAIOR ELEMENTS DESCRPTION (Continued)2

In June, an iron scaffold wes erected to provide safety for
workmen and a temporary haven in case of a workboat accident.
The scaffold was also expected to serve as a platform for the
derrick needed to Lay the lower courses of masonry in the
tower. Nine wrought-iron legs were inserted into the
foundation holes of the old lighthouse.

These piles would serve as huge bolts to secure the
lighthouse to the rock foundation. The scaffolding, rising
twenty feet above the low-water, was bound together at the top
by a strong wrought-iron frame. In addition to the scaffold,
ropes were crisscrossed about the three feet above the ledge
in order to give the workman a handhold when unexpected waves
broke over the rock. The rock was worked 157 hours in 1856.

The scaffold built in the summer did not survive the winter.
On 19 January, 1857, the rigging of the bark New Empire
crashed against the scaffold during a storm. Though the bark
survived, the scaffold legs broke off in much the same way as
those of the first lighthouse, and areas of the "dressed" rock
were shattered. In the spring, workkmen found that much of the
cutting done the previous year had to be reworked. They recut
the two bottom partial courses of stone, which had to fit into
the rock like teeth in a jaw. A new scaffold was prepared but
never fully erected. The eight outer legs of the scaffold,
however, were stepped and were eventually incorporated into
the stone tower to hold it firmly in the rock. During this
most unfavorable seaason, the rock was worked on for only 130
hours, but the foundation pit was nearly completed, with four
stones of the foundation in place.

A nagging problem for Lt. Alexander [Barton S. Alexander, Amy
Corps of Engineers, the construction supervisor; General
Joseph G. Totten of the Lighthouse Board designed the
structure] was how to adhere the stones to that part of the
rock that lay underwater. At the wharf, experiments were
conducted in which stones were cemented together under water,
and a solution was eventually worked out. A large piece of
thin muslin was laid out and covered with a layer of mortar.
The finished stone was laid on the cloth and the vertical
sides of the stone were plastered. The muslin was then folded
up and laid smooth around the stone. This package set in five
to ten minutes, with the cloth adhering to the stone. IWhen
the stone was laid on the rock, the cloth acted as an envelope
to protect the mortar from the dissolving action of the
seawater.



LGHTHOUSES OF MASSACHUSETTS Lighthouse V%
THEMATIC GROUP NOMINATION page 4

MAICR BBVENTS DESCRIPTION (Continued page 3)

During the 1858 season, workmen used a derrick to lay the
lower courses of stone. The iron mast of the derrick was set
in the centre hole originally excavated for the old
lighthouse. Alifting machine was built on araft so that it
could be floated to and from the rock daily. In the 208 hours
worked during 1858, the foundation pit wes finished, and the
tower was completed to the sixth course. In the 377 hours
worked during the 1859 season, the tower was completed to the
thirty-second course, rising sixty-two feet above low tide.

O 29 June, 1860, five years after Lt. Alexander first landed
on Minots Ledge, the last stone was laid. The lighthouse rose
ninety-seven feet into the air. The tower's first forty feet
were solid granite, while the next forty feet contained living
guarters, storerooms and working space. Resting on top was
the lantern room, where the new lantern and lens were
installed that summer. The light from the new stone tower was
exhibited for the first time at sunset on 15 November 1860.
("The Seaswept Lighthouse of Minot's Ledge,” Robert Scheina,
reproduced in IALA Bulletin, 1983, volume 1.)
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G-HRONCLOGCAL HISTORY

1843 -

1847 -
1850 -

1851 -
1851 -
1855 -

1860 -
1894 -

1947 -
1978 -
1983 -

1987 -

Lighthouse Service recognizes need for lighthouse on Minot's Ledge
(40 ships had been lost in the area between 1830-1840)

construction of a skeleton tower of wrought-iron comnenced

first Minot's Rock Light completed; consisted of 60" high iron
structure topped by three stage superstructure with storage room,
keeper's quarters and lantern room with Fresnel lens (lighted January
1, 1850)

Minot's Rock Light washed away in April gale; two keepers perished
light ship placed at ledge

construction of Minot's Ledge Lighthouse comnenced; preparation of

the ledge to accept the base stones of the 30' diameter tower took
three seasons since the ledge is exposed only at extreme low tides;

lighthouse completed and it

light signal changed to 1-4-3 sequence; taken by local residents to
mean "l Love You" and causing adoption of sobriquet "Lover's Light"
to identify light

lighthouse automated; original Fresnel lens removed

"Blizzard of "78" damaged access platforms, entrance and masonry

light converted to solar power; small unobtrusive solar array
installed between watchroom and lantern decks

extensive rehabilitation to repair masonry cracks at watchroom level
are planned by WB3G
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LEVH. G SGNIHCANCE

Minot's Ledge Lighthouse possesses integrity of location, desi%n, setting,
workmanship, materials, feeling ad association & well as highly significant
associations with the devdopment of aids to navigation in Massachusetts. The
construction of the light in 1830 represented a mgor engineering effort of
national importance. Nationally, the Lighthouse is one of only a handful of
lighthouses constructed directly in the ses; it is the earliest ad arguably,
the mogt famous of these. Minot's L Light is a moumat to the skill o
the engineers axd stone mesaxs Wo worked an this complex ad difficult
construction project. The construction of the light is recognized & a
National Historic Engineering Landmak by the Ameican Society of Civil
Engineers. It meds criteria A ad C of the National Register as well as
survey criterial, g 1, d; 1, e 2, a, ad 2, an the local, state ad
national levels.

It 1s recomnended that Minot's Ledge Light be considered for National Historic
Landmak status.
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Taking its name from the rock formation on which it was built, the Minot's
Ledge Light was the second such sructureto gand on the same foundation. The
Cohasst Rocks, of which Minot's Ledge is one, were regpongble for scores of
shipwrecks and drownings. It was determined to place alight there and
condruction began in 1847. Lighted on January 1, 1850, the first gructure caused
its kegper, Issac Dunham, such concern that he wrote to Washington demanding
that it be grengthened. When no reply was received, he resgned, and was
vindicated when, on April 17, 1851, agreat Sorm toppled the sructure into the
sa. rnking the lives of two men.

The second and present structure, begun on July 9, 1857, ress on seven massvi
granite blocks cemented to the ledge more than two fest bdow low water. The
granite congruction, reinforced by a@gnt twenty foot high shafts of iron, rises97
feat. Desgned by Josgph G. Totten, it has successully withsood the severes
gorms snce opened in 1860, and represants an outdanding triumph over the
tremendous power of open sa wave forces The 4500 candlepower light, ingaK
in 1897, isvigble for 15 miles
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