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Saving America's Last Twin Lights 

Every generation has had its keepers. This generation is ours. 

 

 

 

Thacher Island Twin Lights, with the South Tower in the foreground and the North Tower beyond. Photo courtesy Thacher & 
Straitsmouth Islands Association. 
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The Light We Could Lose 

For more than two and a half centuries – in one form or another, the Twin Lights of Thacher Island have 
stood watch over the waters off Cape Ann. 

The Light of Thacher Island have endured hurricanes, nor'easters, war, revolution, fog, freezing spray, 
and the slow, relentless work of salt and sea. They have guided generations of mariners away from hidden 
ledges and dangerous shoals. They have become part of the visual memory of Rockport: two granite towers 
rising from the Atlantic, visible from shore, from boats, from kitchen windows, from childhood, from home. 

Today, one of those lights is itself in need of rescue. 

At the summit of the South Tower, 124 feet above the Atlantic, the historic Lantern Room has 
deteriorated to the point that preservation engineers warn it is at risk of structural failure. This is the 
structure that has protected the beacon through more than 160 years of New England weather. Left 
unaddressed, the lantern that has shone across Massachusetts Bay for generations could ultimately collapse 
into the tower below. 

That would be more than an architectural loss. It would be a failure of stewardship. 

The Thacher & Straitsmouth Islands Association has launched a $2 million campaign to restore the 
South Tower Lantern Room and establish a permanent endowment to protect the Twin Lights for 
generations to come. More than $800,000 has already been raised or pledged. The campaign has 
momentum. The need is urgent. The remaining work now depends on leadership philanthropy from those 
who understand what these lights are, what they have meant, and what it would mean to let them fail. 

In 2026, as the United States marks the 250th anniversary of its founding, communities across the 
country will ask how best to honor the American story. On Cape Ann, the answer stands in granite. 

The first lights were lit in 1771, five years before the Declaration of Independence. They watched the 
Revolution come and go. They watched the young republic grow. They watched the granite trade, the fishing 
fleets, the merchant vessels, the wars, the storms, the generations of families who looked seaward and 
found them still there. 

The question before us is simple: will the Light of Thacher Island still be there for the next generation? 
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The South Tower Lantern Room at dusk, looking toward the North Tower. Photo courtesy Thacher & Straitsmouth Islands 
Association. 

A Light Born from Catastrophe 

The story of Thacher Island begins not with architecture, but with grief. 

In August 1635, Anthony Thacher and his family were aboard the small bark Watch and Wait when one 
of the most violent hurricanes in New England's recorded history swept across the coast. The vessel was 
driven onto the rocks off Cape Ann. Of the twenty-three souls aboard, twenty-one drowned, including 
Thacher's children. Anthony and his wife alone survived, washed onto the bare island that would carry his 
name. 

He called it "Thacher's Woe." 

For anyone who has looked out from Rockport on a calm summer day, the phrase may seem distant. Yet 
the sea off Cape Ann has never ceased to be dangerous. The same ledges that destroyed the Watch and Wait 
would threaten ships for generations. The approach to Cape Ann was vital to commerce and life, but it was 
also unforgiving. In fog, storm, or darkness, mariners needed more than courage. They needed warning. 

Out of that danger came one of America's most extraordinary maritime landmarks. 
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In 1771, the merchant John Hancock pressed for the creation of the first two lighthouses on Thacher 
Island. Hancock would soon sign his name on the Declaration of Independence with a boldness that entered 
national memory. But before that act of political courage, he helped answer a more practical civic need: the 
need to protect lives and commerce along a perilous coast. 

Hancock’s Twin Lights were first lit on December 21, 1771. They were not built to welcome ships into a 
harbor. They were built to warn them away from death. 

Generations of mariners came to know them as "Cape Ann's Eyes." 

The phrase is simple and exact. The lights watched when human eyes could not. They marked danger in 
darkness. They gave shape to the coast in weather. They transformed one of the most treacherous 
approaches in New England into a place that could be understood and survived. 

The granite towers that stand today replaced the original lights in 1861. Built of Cape Ann stone, they 
rose with the confidence of a nation expanding toward its future even as it stood on the edge of civil war. At 
124 feet, they were not merely functional structures. They were declarations of public purpose: that 
commerce mattered, that lives mattered, that the coast itself could be made safer by human resolve. 

That resolve has never been abstract. It has always depended on people. 

The Keepers 

Every generation has had its keepers. 

Some were official lighthouse keepers, appointed to tend the lamps and lenses. Some were spouses, 
children, assistants, neighbors, fishermen, civic leaders, and volunteers. Some kept the lights burning in 
storms. Others kept the towers standing when public systems changed and old structures were left 
vulnerable to neglect. Their work was practical, repetitive, physical, and often invisible. It was also noble. 

Among them was Maria Bray. 

In December 1864, during the final winter of the Civil War, Maria's husband, Alexander Bray, was keeper 
of the Thacher Island lights. When an assistant keeper became ill, Alexander rowed to the mainland to seek 
medical help. A fierce snowstorm trapped him there. Maria remained on the island with only her fourteen-
year-old nephew. 

She did what the moment required. 

For two nights, through storm and darkness, she climbed the 156 steps of each tower again and again, 
trimming wicks, tending lamps, carrying fuel, and keeping both lights burning. She did not do this for 
recognition. She did it because the lights could not fail. Somewhere beyond the storm, vessels depended on 
them. Families depended on them. The coast depended on them. 

When Alexander finally returned on Christmas Eve, he was guided home by the very lights Maria had 
kept alive. 

That is the inheritance of Thacher Island: not only towers, lenses, and granite, but fidelity. 

The keepers of the past did not preserve the lights because preservation was fashionable. They preserved 
them because the lights served a public trust. They warned, guided, and protected. They gave confidence to 
those at sea and identity to those on shore. 

In our own time, that trust passed to volunteers. 

When the North Tower had gone dark, it was not a distant authority that brought it back to life. It was 
citizens, neighbors, and members of the Thacher & Straitsmouth Islands Association who refused to let the 
second light disappear from the night sky. Their work restored more than a beacon. It restored the meaning 
of the Twin Lights themselves. 
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A single lighthouse can guide. Twin lights speak. 

They tell the mariner: this is Cape Ann. This is the place of danger. This is the place to turn. This is home. 

America's Last Operating Twin Lighthouse Station 

The Cape Ann Light Station is a National Historic Landmark. That distinction places it among the 
nation's most significant historic places. But the Twin Lights are not important simply because they are old, 
rare, or beautiful. 

They are important because they are still alive. 

The Twin Lights are America's last operating twin lighthouse station. They are working beacons, not 
decorative ruins. They remain part of the active maritime landscape, and they remain part of the emotional 
landscape of Cape Ann. 

They are seen from land and sea. They appear in paintings, photographs, family stories, local memory, 
and public imagination. For Rockport, they are not simply historic structures. They are a form of belonging. 

A mile to the north, Straitsmouth Island Light continues its own watch at the entrance to Rockport 
Harbor. Together, Thacher and Straitsmouth tell a compressed American story: colonial peril, 
Revolutionary-era commerce, the rise of maritime navigation, the granite trade, the service of keepers, the 
devotion of volunteers, and the continuing responsibility of preservation. 

But historic significance does not preserve stone, iron, glass, and copper. Recognition alone will not keep 
salt from corroding metal or storms from opening seams. National Historic Landmark status honors the 
past. It does not guarantee the future. 

That future now depends on the choices of this generation. 

The Work Before Us 

The immediate threat is the South Tower Lantern Room. 

The Lantern Room sits at the top of the tower, exposed to the full force of Atlantic weather. It is the 
crown of the structure, the protective housing for the beacon, and one of the defining architectural features 
of the light. After more than 160 years of salt, wind, ice, and storm, it is failing. 

This is not a cosmetic concern. It is a structural preservation emergency. 

The Association has already demonstrated its ability to carry out serious preservation work. A previous 
phase restored and replaced railings on the Lantern and Gallery Decks, allowing visitors once again to stand 
safely above the ocean and experience one of the most extraordinary views on the New England coast. That 
successful work proved both the need and the capacity. 

Now comes the final and most critical phase: restoring the Lantern Room itself. 

The campaign goal is $2 million. The work will follow the U.S. Secretary of the Interior's preservation 
standards and will use surviving architectural drawings to replicate original components wherever possible. 
This is not a modernization project. It is an act of faithful restoration. 

More than $800,000 has already been raised or pledged. Additional public and preservation funding 
may help build on that base. But grants alone will not complete the work. Public funding often requires 
private matching support. The remaining gap must be closed by donors who are prepared to lead. 

A leadership gift now does three things at once. 
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It helps restore the South Tower before deterioration becomes failure. It strengthens the Association's 
ability to secure and match public and foundation support. And it signals to others that this campaign is not 
merely desirable, but necessary and achievable. 

 

The South Tower Lantern Room, Lantern Deck, and Gallery Deck - the critical upper structures exposed to the full force of Atlantic 
weather. Image courtesy Thacher & Straitsmouth Islands Association. 

Beyond Repair: An Endowment for the Next 250 Years 

Restoration is essential. But restoration alone is not enough. 

The towers stand in one of the harshest environments a historic structure can face. Every winter tests 
them. Every storm leaves a trace. Salt, wind, moisture, and freeze-thaw cycles do not pause out of respect 
for history. 

If this campaign only repairs the present damage, it will have done something important but incomplete. 
The more responsible act is to restore the South Tower now and build a permanent endowment so that 
future maintenance can be planned, funded, and carried out before crisis returns. 

To restore the towers is to save them once. To endow them is to keep faith with the future. 

A permanent endowment will create a stable source of support for ongoing care of Thacher and 
Straitsmouth Islands. It will help ensure that preservation is not dependent solely on emergency appeals, 
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annual uncertainty, or the heroic labor of volunteers. It will give future keepers the tools they need before 
the next urgent failure appears. 

This is how stewardship matures: from rescue to permanence. 

Why This Moment Matters 

The timing of this campaign gives it unusual force. 

In 2026, America marks its Semiquincentennial. The nation will celebrate founding ideals, historic 
places, and the long, unfinished work of self-government. Many commemorations will be temporary. The 
restoration of the South Tower can be permanent. 

The Lights on Thacher Island predate the Republic. They first lights were lit five years before 
independence. John Hancock's connection places them within the founding generation, but their meaning 
reaches beyond any single figure. They remind us that the American story was built not only in halls of 
government, but along working coasts, in harbors, on islands, in storms, and in the practical civic acts that 
protected lives and strengthened communities. 

To restore them in this anniversary year is to make a statement more enduring than ceremony. 

It says that the places where America happened are worth keeping. It says that history should not be 
admired only after it is safe, convenient, and fully restored by someone else. It says that our generation 
understands its place in the chain. 

Anthony Thacher survived catastrophe and gave the island its name. John Hancock helped bring light to 
a dangerous coast. Maria Bray climbed the stairs in a storm because the lamps had to burn. Volunteers in 
our own time relit the North Tower because twin lights should be twin lights. 

Now the South Tower asks something of us. 

What Leadership Makes Possible 

A campaign of this scale will not be completed by general goodwill alone. It will be completed by a 
relatively small number of people who decide that the future of the Twin Lights is worth securing now. 

Leadership gifts give the campaign certainty. They allow the Association to plan construction, preserve 
momentum, and approach grant makers from a position of strength. They also invite others to join. In 
preservation campaigns, confidence is contagious. When respected donors step forward, they make success 
visible. 

The most meaningful gifts to Keepers of the Light will do more than close a budget gap. They will connect 
a donor's name, family, foundation, or civic legacy with a landmark that already belongs to the American 
story. The recognition need not be loud to be lasting. On a place such as Thacher Island, restraint has its 
own dignity. 

The campaign can honor donors through appropriate recognition tied to restoration, endowment, and 
long-term stewardship. But the deeper recognition is the one history will understand: when the South 
Tower Lantern Room was failing, this generation did not look away. 

The Invitation 

The Twin Lights have lasted because, again and again, people chose not to let them fail. 

That is the quiet truth beneath the larger history. Granite is strong, but not invulnerable. Iron can 
corrode. Glass can break. Towers can be neglected. Lights can go dark. What has preserved Thacher Island 
across centuries is not material alone, but human decision. 
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This campaign is an invitation to make such a decision. 

A relatively small number of leadership donors can determine the future of the South Tower Lantern 
Room and help establish the endowment that will protect the Twin Lights long after the present emergency 
has passed. Gifts may be directed to the restoration, to the endowment, or to a combined commitment that 
answers both needs: saving the light now and sustaining it for generations. 

This is not merely a request for support. It is an invitation into stewardship. 

The donor who joins this campaign becomes part of a line that reaches back to the earliest dangers of 
Cape Ann and forward to America's tricentennial. That donor helps ensure that children standing on the 
shore decades from now will look out and see what we have seen. That sailors approaching Cape Ann will 
still know the warning. That the South Tower will still shine. That the Twin Lights will remain twin lights. 

Every generation has had its keepers. 
This generation is ours. 

Be a Keeper. Keep the light. 

 

 

 

Thacher & Straitsmouth Islands Association 
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All images used in this draft are courtesy of the Thacher & Straitsmouth Islands Association website and are included with 
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