The Chatham Lighthouse
The coastline off Chatham is known as “The Graveyard of the Atlantic” due to its hidden shoals and bars and rip tides.  It was the intention of the Pilgrims to land at Chatham, but they realized how treacherous the waters were and sailed to Provincetown instead.
 

 


 

 

From the first explorations of the coast of Cape Cod, there have been many shipwrecks from pirate ships like the Whidah to passenger and cargo ships more recently.  There is the colorful history of the “Mooncussers” …the local men who were said to lure ships in by lighting fires on the shore.  When the ships foundered and sank, they were able to salvage their contents.  They “cussed the moon” as there was more visibility for the ships’ captains and therefore less of an opportunity to do their nefarious work.  We do hope this is more legend than truth, but it is true that when the contents of a sunken ship washed onto the shore, there were many enthusiastic locals who were happy to take whatever they could find.  Quite a few of the older homes in Chatham used salvaged lumber for constructing at least parts of the homes.  Quarter boards with the ship’s name on them were particularly prized items.  Many of the homes in Chatham have these on their barns or garages, but few of them are the genuine article from a sunken ship these days.
There are also stories from this seafaring town of the “rum runners” during prohibition and perhaps some stories will emerge about other illegal substances being brought to shore in the dark of the moon of a more recent vintage…
With the ever present danger of the waters off the Cape, lighthouses were installed, and the Chatham Lighthouse is one of the most popular places visited in Chatham.  On a stormy day, there is a wait to park overlooking the angry ocean and the “Break” that occurred in 1987, washing over the fragile barrier beach that separates the Atlantic from Pleasant Bay.  Because Chatham is so far out in the Atlantic, we suffer from some of the worst of the Northeasters…and the national TV stations are ever present when a bad storm occurs.  The Coast Guard Station is located there and one can see the flags posted indicating how strong the wind is.
One red triangular flag means “small craft warnings” with winds of 19 to 24 miles per hour.  Two red triangular flags indicate gale force winds of 39 to 54 miles per hour.  The “storm” flag is a larger red flag with a black square in the center indicating serious winds of 55 to 73 miles an hour.  When the hurricane flag goes up…an impressive two large red flags with the black centers…one is wise to be at home having made serious preparations for sustained winds over 74 miles an hour… rather than being near the beach!
Now for some history about the station:  In 1803, President Thomas Jefferson appointed the first lighthouse keeper, Samuel Nye to keep the beacon lit to guide ships safely around Chatham as they were on their way to Boston.  There were two lights in those days and the lights on the Cape were identified by their blinks.  Chatham had one blink and then up the coast, the Nauset Light had three blinks.  The lighthouse keeper had an arduous job, having to climb to the top of the lighthouse every night to light the light.  Later, around 1850 the new Fresnel lens was installed providing better light for the mariners.  Now that lens is on display at the Chatham Historical Society on Stage Harbor Road.  One can also view pictures there of the various Lighthouse through the past 200 years and how they met their end as the bluff eroded and they fell into the sea.  The current Lighthouse has been at this location since the 1920s.  Even though radar and satellite technology are used as navigational aides these days, the Lighthouse light is still in use and makes a wide sweep over Chatham every few seconds during the night. 
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The building of the Cape Cod Canal made a huge difference in ship safety as the sailors no longer had to navigate through our treacherous coastline to get to Boston…but there were still wrecks upon occasion.  
We in Chatham are most grateful for the presence of the Coast Guards at the Lighthouse.  They are always on the alert for sailors in trouble and have a variety of response boats in several locations as well as help from helicopters from Air Station Cape Cod.
Tours of the Lighthouse are available during open houses and the view from the top is spectacular!  Being inside the Lighthouse is quite fascinating as one watches all of the monitoring the Coast Guard does to keep sailors safe.
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There is a parking lot in front of the Lighthouse with a 15 minute limit.  The police are most conscientious about enforcing that time limit!  Eldredge Garage, a short walk from the Lighthouse, is a place to park your car and avoid a traffic fine.
Lighthouse Beach below the bluff is one of the most popular in Chatham…but a word of caution…the current is very strong there due to the break and riptides also form.  Sadly, there have been several drownings there and swimming is severely curtailed due to the danger.  However on a warm, sunny day, there is no better place to be!
Directions to the Lighthouse:  Drive east on Main Street through the center of town and turn right at the stop sign and you can’t miss the Lighthouse!
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