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The Reef Lighthouse
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ACIhIE - The rnajestic octagonal brick lighthouse exists noi,v only in

photograptrs and paintings, but for 55 years Racine's Reef Lighthouse lvarned

ships a14ray from the jagged limestone reef hidden just beneath Lake Michigan's

surface"

Diver and amateur historian Boh.Iaeck will discuss "Shipwrecks of the RacinE Reef' at

6:3o p.m. Thursda3r, May t6, at the next eciucational night next presented b3r Racine

Lighthouse and Maritime Presenation Society (RLAMPS). It rvill}:e held at Dewey's

Restaurant and Sports Bar, 6oo Main St.

Jaeck has done about r5o dives to the reef, which extends frcm just beyond the harbor

to about tr,r'o miles offshore from Dolrttolr-n Racine.
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Hidden hazard

The reef was formed 43o million years ago when an ocean covered n'hat is now

Wismnsin and bits of sheils and other organic materiai slow"ly built up to form a

Iimestone reef. The ocean recedecl, and then about 14,ooo years iater the retreat of the

glaciers at the end of the last Ice Age carved out the Great Lakes. Today, the reef lurks

anywdrere from S to 4a feet beneath the ll'ater's surface with the shallorvest area tw'o

miles offshore.

Because the lake ievel has fluctuated over the centuries, the reef r,t'asn't aiways an

unseen hazard, hclwever, Jaeck explained.

"Ir{ative people to}d the early settlers that t}re Racine Reef &'as once an island n'ith

trees," said Jaeck. "We know this r,r,'as most likely correct'"

The first recorded shipwreck rvas the schooner Harrison r,vhich foundered on the reef

on Dec" S, L84t.In the decades that follolr*ed, many other ships became ensnared on

the reef, including the iron-hulled steamer Merchant, which became trapped on the

reef Oct 6, t87g, and the last ship to get caught on the reef, the Penobscot, in 19o4.
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Fortunately, because the ships didn't sink, no lives were lost in the nrecks. In most

cases, the captain jettisoned cargo and the ship was pulled by a tugl:oat intr: the

harbor.

'olt's amazing that no lives lvere lost," commented Jaeck.

On his dives, he's found odds and ends of cargo, pieces of coal, and bits of the

Merchant's iron huli.

"Every time I dive, I learn something new," said,Iaeck" "I like takin.g photographs and

recording information for historical purposes."

Lighthouse opened in 1906
After decades of urecks, the U.S. Lighthr:use Board decided to buikl a iighthr:use trr

w'arn ships a$,ay from the danger. The octagonal bror,m and u,4rite lirick lighthouse

w,ent into service in tgo6" The striking building caught the imagination of many

photographers and painters over the years.

"It was a very iconic structure. It looked iike a Victorian castle," said Jaeck.

The lighthouse l\'as a ionely outpost two miles offshore, and the lighthouse keepers had

to brave the pounding waves and roaring winrl during thunderstorms and snowstcrms.

The lighthouse keepers had to ror,v back to shore for supplies, and a iighthouse keeper

became the reefs only fataiity when his boat was swamped during a storm in r9r8.
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The light was automated in tg54, and the lighthouse was demoiished in ;96l because it

was fatrling apart and needed extensive repairs, said Jaeck' The concrete crib remained

and a 5o-foot-high a steel stnlcture housing a light and foghorn was built on top of it'

The light stopped working in z*t7 and the U.S. Coast Guard has not yet repaired it"

The concrete base is also crumbling, said ,Iaeck'

I.{avigational improl'ements such as GPS have lessened the need for a warning }ight, he

said.

"It's completely different now and far more accurate," he said.

RSVP

The cost is SS to attend the presentation. Resewations are required by emailing

bl<rv@ gowisconsinlighthouses. eom or calling 4r4- zz} -8 g +f " Di scounted Wind

Point iogo merchanelise w{1} be available for purchase.

lf You Go

WHAT: RLAMPS Educational Night

WHEN:6:30 p.m. Thursday, hIaY 16

WHERE: Dewey's Restaurant and Sports Bar, 600 Main St.

COST: $5;free for RLAMPS members


