
Family Tragedy at Cape Poge Light
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By Arthur Railton circa 1920. Photo courtesy of Dukes County Historical Society.
The Keeper and his assistant sitting on the porch of the 1894 Keeper's House at Cape Poge

7531ix ape Poge Light was built it could be as much as a full days trip to pensation at the rate of five hundred and

·41      in     1802, the second       town  and  back.  And  on  a  frigid  day in sixty dollars per annum, from September
9§1 ( *342  lighthouse on Martha's winter, the lonely walk along the wind-    1,  1898, vice Mr. George H. Fisher,

Vineyard. John Adams, swept beach could be dangerous. resigned." The order was signed by Secre-
-lry our country's second Its remoteness brought human  prob-      tary of the Treasury Lyman J. Gage.»9 President,    signed    the      lems. One such, in July 1899, contributed Keeper Dolby, born on a farm in Nor-ful order authorizing a light    to a tragedy that eventually broke up the    ton, MA in 1853, apparently had little

on the northern  tip of Chappaquiddick family of the keeper. taste for agriculture, and had joined the
Island. It was more of a navigation aid to The lighthouse keeper was George E. Lighthouse Service in 1882. Advancing
Nantucket mariners than Vineyarders. Dolby,   who in August   1898 was trans-        up the ranks from acting 2nd assistant

Even today a keeper and family would ferred from West Chop Light, where he keeper at Cape Cod Light to assistant
find it a remote place in which to live   had been assistant keeper. He was, the keeper at West Chop in 1885, he was
year round. Although it is within easy transfer order read, "promoted and getting his first command as Cape Poge's
sight of Edgartown, the shire town of the appointed keeper  of  the  Cape Poge eleventh keeper.
county, before four-wheel-drive vehicles Light-Station, Massachusetts, with com-
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In 1892, while at West Chop, he mar- months, by which time Mabel Jane must the point, one being dismasted. "Lots of

 
ried Mabel Jane Laidlaw, a spunky Scot-    have been happy to have them leave. ice in the Sound," wrote Dolby.
tich tass twenty years younger than he. The late November storm that blew But they made it through the winter.
She had immigrated,  as an orphan,  to     down the boathouse was a big one. Keep- When spring  came, it brought  with  it
America at the age of five. By the time er Dolby, who like most keepers was a another problem. Their well ran dry. In
George was assigned to Cape Poge, they    poor speller, described its effect on the   June, the U.S. Steamer Azalea, supply

had three sons. station: vessel for the Lighthouse Service, deliv-
At best, lighthouse keeping was a November 27, Heavy   East   to     ered "one Kitchen Rainge, 180 gallons of

lonely, sometimes dangerous occupation, N.East Gale, raine and Snow. Bank watter and four watter butts." Clearly,
although certain stations, West Chop washing badly. Fences blown down.   the well had run dry; water had to be
being one, were close enough to town to Boat House Blown down and carried brought in.
make a social life possible. In contrast, away. Lost one pare of Oars, two dou- Solving the well problem wasn't
Cape Poge Light was as isolated as ble blocks and Fall which belonged quick. It wasn't until two weeks later,
though it stood on a rocky island off the with Blocks used for Hauling up Boat,     that, as we learn from the journal, "Mr.
coast of Maine. mast, gaft and boom which belonged     Chadwick of Edgartown at work Driving

How Mabel Jane accepted her hus- with   old   Boat   all   stowed   in   Boat      a well in Keepers Dwelling. Have got 14
band's promotion and new station can House. Stepes moved from Tower.   feet 6 inches of watter in Pipe. Broak

only be imagined. It was no promotion Tower rocked very Badly. A three- Cuppling on Box. Left Station, pump
for her, moving to that remote spot, she masted Schurner is ashore Betwene uncomplete." On June 30, after four      ,  
certainly must have thought. Cape Poge and Edgartown, very heavy     more dry days, Mr. Chadwick returned

But she went and it was there, on Sea on the East Side of Cape Poge. and finished putting in the pump. Final-
Cape Poge, soon after they moved, that Watching the cliff in front  of  the ly, Mabel Jane had the hand pump in her
tragedy occurred  and  the family revolt house being washed away, Mabel Jane, kitchen working: "Capacity 4 buckets per

.

began. the young Scottish immigrant, doubtless minute.

On September 1, 1898, George E. wondered why she had ever decided to July 1899 started pleasantly enough.
Dolby made this entry in the lighthouse marry a lighthouse keeper. Warm and dry, only an occasional mom-

journal: "Having all Government Proper- ing fog spoiled the loveliness of Cape
ty on this day turned over to me by the  - lebruary 1899 brought another gale Poge. Mabel Jane may have decided that
late Keeper Geo. H. Fisher, 1 now take 1-4 from the northeast, the powerful perhaps being a keeper's wife wasn't so
charge of this station." It was his first A waves washing away more of the bad after all.
command, and he was a proud man. The    bank atop which the dwelling stood. Then on July 15, this ominous entry:
next day at 8 a.m. he left for Edgartown,    Then it turned extremely  cold, and "Keeper absent from Station from 6 a.m.
as   he   wrote   in the journal: "Keeper Keeper Dolby wrote: "Cannot  see  any      to ll a.m. for a Dockter for Child." There
absent from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. for family watter from the west side of Cape Poge    is no hint that a doctor came back with

supplies and mail matter. Pond to Edgartown. All ice. Steamboat him. Again, three days later, "Keeper.

That  was  the  way  of  life  on  Cape     had hard time getting through the ice." Absent from Station from 6  a.m. to 10 a.m.

Poge. Once a week, less often in winter, Three days later, another blow drove for Dockter. Keepers Child very sick." On
the Keeper spent the day going to Edgar- three schooners up on the shoals just off    July 20, two days later: "Keeper Absent
town to pick up supplies and mail, leav-

,-1   /

ing Mabel Jane alone with the children. cy =f
As far as can be learned from the journal,
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she rarely left the station that first year. West 6
But they had company of a kind that

winter.  On  November   1,  four workmen ..S em  ,    33'1 A&, |CAPE|
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station  by the lighthouse supply vessel.
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The men apparently moved  into  the     C,                                9             /M  A  R  T  H  AS   =„_4        c j
house as roomers, being fed and housed                           B          /

A                             ...      V   I    N    E   Y   A   R    D        1.-,r.J{by Mabel Jane. They had come to build a                                  Yf·            EDG f  11  /new oil shed, a wood shed, and to make
11      1     4                                                 f                                    (t.f h      .       4   5   .4     /-             1 C»\      ii  <I//) /1  AN   '1JA -/ .some improvements in the dwelling.

Gay Head   --- -
C

____ .1/CJ'   li /,(-/          3=»   ,·.   .:*-&j\ X.-«3)When a violent storm destroyed the sta-
\   < 1 13 1/-tions's boathouse while they were there, C. /-4 :13.'

they were ordered to build a replacement. \.lf ,1
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Altogether, they were there three
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from  Station  12  a.m.  to  4  p.m.  for  Dr. for Just what George thought  of his wife's of Mabel Jane continued for seven years.
Children." None of the three entries states independent action  is not known,  but  it is George, after his duty on Nantucket          |that a doctor returned with Keeper Dolby    clear, in a later letter to Keeper Dolby, that    and a short  tour at Palmer Island,
to  examine and treat the child.  The  next       the Inspector of the 2nd District of the Light- returned   to the Vineyard as keeper  at
day, he again left the station, this time he house Service in Boston knew he was coping    West Chop in 1909. There,  in a safe,
was  gone  from    6  a.m.  to  10  a.m.  "for     with a determined and formidable lady whose non-isolated haven, Mabel  Jane  and

„                                                                                               · "Isupplyes. Caledonian blood was up. He wrote Dolby. their family rejoined him but only for six
That night, the family tragedy occurred. have heard from Mrs. Dolby and I presume years.

"Here is Keeper Dolby's official journal       you are or soon will be of the same opinion. She had never really recovered from
entry: Unfortunately, the Edgartown Light open-       the loss of her child. The other two boys,

Keepers little Boy Arther Died  at  1:30       ing did  not  work  out and Dolby was shortly       now in their early teens, had left for jobs
a.m. of Hart trouble, another Boy sick. thereafter offered the keepership of the Cliff     on the mainland. The memories associat-

July 22, Dolby again went to Edgartown Light, Nantucket. ed with the Lighthouse Service, the reas-
from 1 pm. to 6 pm., leaving Mabel Jane sociation with George and, it may be        

  with  her three children,  one  dead  and     T t was  then that Mabel Jane's revolt assumed, other family conflicts, led her to
another sick. He explained only that he   reached the impasse, both with the    take a step fairly extraordinary for those
went "on business." No doubt the business ILighthouse Service and with George:     days. Off she went to the divorce court
was arranging for Arthur's funeral which family concerns versus career demands,     and then off to the mainland where she
took place the following day: "Keeper Gaelic determination versus Yankee   took a position as matron of the State
Absent from Station from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. obduracy. She adamantly refused to Stay School for Retarded Children in Wren-
Atend Funeraile of Child." at Cape Poge and equally adamantly   tham, MA.

Blaming the isolation of Cape Poge and      refused to go to what she considered the Mabel Jane retired in 1945 and always
Lighthouse Service life generally for her equally isolated Nantucket Lighthouse. until her death   in 1954, according   to
loss, Mabel Jane, apparently unbeknownst She and the two surviving children family recollections, recounted the story
to her husband, fired  off a letter to  the had spent the winter after Arthur's death     of the death of her "little Arthur." Her
lighthouse establishment. She requested, or in Edgartown. Cape Poge in winter was son brought her body back to the Island
quite probably demanded, a change of sta-     too much for her. She returned to the where  she was buried beside  her  lost
tion. There is no copy of what she wrote, lighthouse on June  6,  1902. The next infant, Arthur, in the Edgartown Ceme-
but it was enough to get the Chief of the      day, in the customar'y terse style of light-      tery.
Lighthouse Service to reply directly to her, house keepers, there is this entry in the George retired in 1919 and lived with
not to Keeper Dolby. The Chief suggested journal: "Keeper packing up things. Get-     a son (by a previous marriage) who was

.that by some shuffling of assignments, the ting ready to move. assistant keeper of Sankaty Light, Nan-
safer, less isolated Edgartown Harbor Light Off to Nantucket went the dutiful tucket. After 27 years in the lighthouse
might become  open  in the future. He Lighthouse Keeper George, and off to a service, his pension was $485.25 per year.
closed by writing: You see I want to accom- house in Vineyard Haven went Mabel    He died in 1932 and is buried in the plot
modate all I possibly can." Jane and the boys. And there the revolt      of his forebears Barnstable, MA.

Cape Poge Light, although moved
back several times from an encroaching
ocean, is still there On the remote, lonely
cliff where Arthur Dolby, aged 3 years,  11

- months and 21 days, died with no doctor
in attendance, his parents standing by
helplessly.

But there will be no more such
tragedies in its keeper's family. Today, it
is unmanned, fully automated; no keeper,.r

' no family, not even a dwelling remains.

..3-             4   ,           1; '        42                        1

-                                                            Only the tower.

Left - The lonely Cape Poge tower in 1982, all
that remains of the desolate station. Two
years later the tower was air lifted back from
the eroding cliff. Dukes County Historical
Society photo.
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