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Nova Scotia’s Lightkeeping Heritage:
An Assessment of the Life and Work of Evelyn Richardson

Fiona L. Marshall
May 2002

Abstract

Twentieth-century Nova Scotia witnessed the lighthouse service
evolve towards the peak of its technical sophistication and human
importance, and eventually decline to its lowest level of practical
significance. The automation of lighthouses is arguably an accomplishment in
efficiency and economy; but the new navigational aids and systems have
meant the demise of the lightkeeping tradition. It is this way of life that
was so accurately depicted in Evelyn Richardson's 1945 classic, We Keeb a
Light.

This thesis will contend that Evelyn Richardson played a pivotal role in
the preservation of Nova Scotia's lightkeeping heritage. It will also argue
that Richardson made lasting and valuable contributions to local history and
conservation, and will analyze her role within a framework of gender analysis
and briefly within the theories of modernism and folklorism. This study will
also situate We Keep a Light within a survey of lighthouse literature, and
demonstrate its historical, cultural and literary importance. Furthermore,
this thesis will examine the social, economic and political effects of
lightkeeping heritage on twentieth-century Nova Scotia in order to illustrate
the necessity of preserving our lighthouses for historical, navigational,
cultural, personal and psychological reasons.
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Introduction

This thesis will contend that Evelyn Richardson (1902-1976) played a
pivotal role in the preservation of Nova Scotia’s lightkeeping heritage. It
will also argue that Richardson made lasting and valuable contributions to
local history and conservation, and will analyze her role within a framework

of gender analysis and briefly within the theories of modernism and

folklorism. Using her 1945 memoir We Keep a Light as a primary resource,
this study will also situate that text within a survey of lighthouse literature,
aﬁd demonstrate its historical, cultural and literary importance.
Furthermore, this thesis wili examine the social, economic and political
effects of lightkeeping heritage on twentieth-century Nova Scotia.

My purposes here are fivefold: first, I propose to highlight the merit

of Evelyn Richardson’s literary contributions, particularly We Keep a Light.
Second, I want to illustrate that Evelyn Richardson was a key player in the
protection of her natural and built environment, and that her life and works
were--and are--contributing factors to the rise in lighthouse appreciation
and in environmental conservation; and third, to demystify and bring down to

earth the traditionally romantic notions of lightkeeping. Fourth, I wish to
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raise awareness of the fact that the number of Nova Scotid's staffed and
operating lighthouses have been reduced by nearly two hundred over the
past century. and fifth, to motivate interest in the preservation of one's
community and heritage among the general public.

Since the first lighthouse was established at Louisbourg in 1734, Nova
Scotia’s shoreline has been dotted with lighthouses. From their modest
beginnings of stone and wood, to imposing concrete towers, lighthouses have
guided local fishermen, naval and Coast Guard vessels, and ships carrying
human cargo and provisions across the Atlantic Ocean. Most specifically, it
has been the keepers inside these lighthouses that have performed their
duty to the utmost in safeguarding our waters. And with very few
exceptions, the occupation of lightkeeper was relegated to men only. It is
for this reason that Evelyn Richardson first stands out: she was not merely
a lightkeeper's wife, but a lightkeeper's assistant in the truest sense. She
possessed intimate knowledge of the workings of the Bon Portage light, and
witnessed its progression from a single fixed lamp to a highly mechanized
system of reflectors.

Yet Evelyn Richardson is a remarkable individual for more than her

lightkeeping abilities. This profession, as well as her prior training as a



teacher, provided her with ample skills and material for writing. In addition

to her award-winning memoir We Keep a Light, this writer thrived on

chronicling local history and incorporating regional lore into such works as

My Other Islands and Living Island, as well as conducting private research

for various historical societies. Since the Richardsons owned Bon Portage
Island and became dependent upon it for food, clothing and shelter, Evelyn
became particularly aware of her natural surroundings. By documenting the
various bird and plant life, she began--without intent--a private conservation
project, which later manifested itself in Acadia University's Biological Field
Station on the island. Thus, while she might not have called herself one, she
can accurately be described as an environmentalist.

As well, through her endeavours to comment on, and assess,
government regulations concerning the Bon Portage light, she unwittingly
served as a political activist. That is not to say that she participated in
protests, but rather that she represented a vocal minority group within the
population, and maintained her beliefs against all the inconveniences and
disadvantages that the government could impart upon a solitary and isolated
lightkeeping family. Her social concerns, liberal attitude, and exemplary

lifestyle also reveal feminist characteristics. She was a model homemaker



and career woman at the same time. Evelyn Richardson was a wife, mother,
teacher, author, lightkeeper's assistant, environmentalist, political activist
and feminist--the female equivalent of a Renaissance man. There is as well a
direct correlation between the success of her writings and the rise in
lighthouse tourism, and an increase in local preservation action. The
microcosm of Bon Portage Island is representative of the macrocosm of
Nova Scotia, the nation itself, and the world, as we shift from a context
where communities had been long isolated from each other o one where
society has become "globalized" through modern technology and
communications media. Evelyn Richardson's life and works divulge the
universal theme of humanity at its best, but not without simultaneously
revealing some of the more difficult problems we have in becoming truly
human. This thesis will demonstrate the significance of Evelyn Richardson's
contributions to literature and history through an analysis of her texts,

philosophies and behaviour, and reveal why We Keep a Light can be

considered a classic and why she herself is worthy of remembrance.



Chapter One

The Early Years at Bon Portage

"This lighthouse nourishes itself

upon the pure matter which is the substance of the isle . . ."*

This first chapter will establish how the Richardsons became
lightkeepers and how they adapted to the exigencies of the lightkeeping
profession in challenging circumstances during the 1930s. In their secluded
island setting, the Richardsons performed their duties under “primitive”
conditions, often struggling against nature as vehemently aé they fought the
Department of Transport for assistance and cooperation. It is these
hardships and triumphs of Nova Scotia’s lightkeepers that are described in
Richardson’s autobiographical accounts, We Keep a Light and B was for

Butter and Enemy Craft. These works downplayed the romantic ideal of the

solitary lightkeeper, and instead revealed a series of paradoxical

'Alfred Jarry, "Concerning the Squitty Sea, The Olfactory Lighthouse, and the Isle
of Cack, Where We Drank Not,” cited in Stephen Jones, Harbor of Refuge: Being
the Recreation of Four Seasons on an Offshore Lighthouse from the Authentic
Journal of S.P. Jones, S.N., 1981.




relationships between keepers and the government, keepers and their
mainland contemporaries, and keepers with their own surroundings. The
Richardsons epitomized the work ethic, and their legacy of authenticity
includes struggling with the difficulties of communication, island living, and
creating suitable living conditions within a lighthouse, as well as the
satisfaction of performing an honourable service, raising a close-knit family,
and keeping pace with the modern era of convenience.

In 1929, Evelyn and Morrill Richardson became lightkeepers at Bon

2 The young couple had poured their savings

Portage Island, Nova Scotia.
into acquiring the island with high hopes for a sustained income from
lightkeeping, as well as for a wholesome environment to raise their family.
Yet they quickly discovered that lightkeeping was more than a job; it was a
way of life. Almost as soon as they had moved into their new home, Evelyn

and Morrill recognized the advantages and disadvantages of lightkeeping and

island living. Yet, they embraced these challenges wholeheartedly because

?Bon Portage is also referred to as Outer Island on most maps. According to Evelyn
Richardson, Samuel de Champlain called the island Ile aux Cormorants in 1604. “Old
English maps of 1850 have it marked as Hope Island, while in the old Proprietors’
Records of 1785 at Barrington it is called merely Shag Harbour's Outermost Island”
(We Keep a Light, 76). Bon Portage is located at 65.75° west longitude and 43.47°
north latitude, about 4 km southwest of Shag Harbour, a fishing community
situated at the extreme southwestern tip of Nova Scotia.




they were genuinely committed to the lighthouse service and to their role as
lightkeepers.

With the exception of the three acres of government land
immediately surrounding the lighthouse, which were administered by the
Department of Transport at Saint John, New Brunswick, the Richardsons
owned the nearly 700 acres which helped them supplement Morrill's meagre
pay and better provide for their three children, Anne, Laurie and Elizabeth
(Betty) June. In reading the account of how Morrill Richardson secured his
position as lightkeeper, we must bear in mind that he had bought the island
three years earlier. In 1926,

when interviews with applicants for the position of Bon Portage

lightkeeper were scheduled, Morrill had been granted a few days of f

from work in Boston and gone to Shag Harbour to meet the Federal

representative, Colonel Ralston. Ashford [Evelyn's oldest brother]

was then an established fish and lobster buyer on Emerald Isle, a

citizen whose word carried some weight, and I am sure that word had

been spoken on Morrill's behalf to the local political leaders and to

Colonel Ralston. But the latter told Morrill bluntly, “If there was a

veteran who wanted this job and could fill it, I'd do all I could to see



he got it." Morrill knew this was the Colonel's policy and could
understand it. "But,” Ralston continued evenly, “the only veteran
applying is out of jail on a suspended sentence.” We took it for

granted this was why Morrill got the job. (B was for Butter, 111-112)

After waiting in uncertainty for a long period of time in order to get
established in the island, the couple's actual arrival there from
Massachusetts was experienced as a culture shock.

In We Keep a Light, Evelyn Richardson provides extensive

descriptions of her personal feelings and first impressions of her new home.
Her first view of the lighthouse was quite pleasing from the exterior, but
her first impression of the interior was not. She recalls stepping over the
threshold into her new home like this:
My heart sank as I went from room to room, my feeling of
disappointment deepened. The rooms were dark and gloomy, and what
was worse, they looked unloved and unlived in as a home. Plaster was
loosening from the walls in patches and sifted continually to the floor
from behind the wallpaper that had become unstuck and stood slightly
away from the wall in several places. Some rooms and one chimney

showed signs of leaks. The floors were of soft wood, and that of the



living-room disgracefully rough and uneven with wide cracks that had

been filled in with rope, and worn spots that showed splinters through

the poor grey paint that did nothing to hide its defects. (We Keep a

Light, 26-27)°
Furthermore, "most of the inside painting was done in battleship grey,"
which was a common choice for lightkeepers (32). For a young homemaker,
this is not “the most cheerful colour under any circumstances, and on foggy
days and sombre winter afternoons it did little o dispel the gloom" (32).

As the Richardsons would discover, the height and shape of the light
structure made an awkward arrangement for a family home. They eventually
came to the conclusion that it would be

much better for both Light-tower and dwelling if the two were

separated, as they are in some (but not all, T notice) of the newer

lighthouses. The dwelling would then be more easily kept clean, and
more cheaply heated, and in cold weather the Lantern would be spared
the excess condensation on walls and windows that is caused by the

warm moist air that rises from the rooms of the dwelling. (40)

*Throughout this thesis, all page references to We Keep a Light are to the original
Ryerson Press edition of 1945.




The lighthouse stood four storeys in total. The ground floor consisted of a
kitchen, living room, master bedroom, two small porches, a cloakroom and
pantry. Of these, "the kitchen, though poorly built, has an advantage over
the rest of the house--its walls are straight” (34). That the kitchen was the
poorest room stems from the fact that it sat three steps below the rest of
the house, and was exposed on three sides. Added to this was the
inconvenience of a pantry three steps up and at the end of a small cloak
room, where it was "practically useless as an adjunct to the kitchen” (33).
Despite this poor layout, the kitchen was an important room in the house,
second only to the Lantern room, not only because it was where preparations
were made for cooking and feeding the family, but also because it served as
the central location for social gatherings, school lessons and wartime
preparations.

The second floor consisted of two small bedrooms, a hallway, and an
unfinished attic. The third floor contained the light-room, “where Morrill
keeps the cleansers, polishes and small supplies for servicing the light" (35).
These supplies included a workbench, extra plate-glass windows, oil-carriers,
extra lamps and a barrel of sand in case of fire. There was also a small

bedroom on the third floor, which was not in use when the Richardsons

10



arrived, but which was cleaned and painted for the occasional hired man.

The fourth floor held the decagonal-shaped Lantern room itself:
In the centre of the roof, and above the metal plate, is an opening,
and this is topped by the ventilator, very like an elbow of six-inch
stove piping, with a vane on top of it, which causes the mouth of the
ventilator to swing away from the wind and weather. In the northern
side of the Lantern, set in 'rHe metal part, and only a few inches above
the floor, is a small door, just large enough to allow a man to pass
through and out on the Lantern deck . . . Along its southern part is a
metal trap-door, two feet long and a foot and a half wide, through
which we enter and leave the Lantern. (35-36)

The Lantern room is of course the most important room to the functioning

of the lighthouse, and it is in instances such as this one, where Richardson

describes the light so succinctly, that she reveals herself in one of her many

roles; that of Assistant Keeper.

From the opening pages of We Keep a Light it is evident that the

author is, as assistant lightkeeper, willingly and ably committed to the same
duties as her husband and has the same knowledge of the workings and

maintenance of the light. The performing of these duties brings both

11



professional and personal satisfaction to Richardson:
It often comes about that Morrill is not able to be home at sunset to
“light up,” and I act as substitute lightkeeper. After the lamps have
been lit, and the mechanism that revolves the light set in motion, I
must stay for some time in the lantern, as we call the glass-and-metal
enclosure that contains the light apparatus and through which the
beams of the lamp are visible from the sea. This is to make certain
that all is operating smoothly, since any flaw in the performance is
most apt to appear when the mechanism starts. This hour of “lighting
up” is a time that I enjoy. I love to watch the beams of near-by lights
take their places like friendly stars in the twilight. Though I know
only one of the keepers, the lights themselves are old friends. Off
there, about twelve miles to the west, is Seal Island’s rather irregular
beam; to the south-west is nothing but unbroken sea and sky, but
eight miles to the south-east is Cape Sable’s bright white flash; not so
far away and almost due east glows West Head's warm red; while
nearest to us, only two miles away, is the twinkling little harbour light
of Emerald Isle. Then to the north, snug and protected by the

outlying capes and islands, the small fixed light of Wood's Harbour

12



glows redly. (3)
This passage reveals three important points. First, it shows the writer asa
trusted and capable partner in lighthouse service who operates the light
whenever necessary. Second, her description conveys lightkeeping as an
occupation that is pleasing to her. Third, it reveals her feeling for landscape
and seascape. her understanding of the Bon Portage light in geographic
relation to other lighthouses communicates a powerful sense of space and
place.

At other points in We Keep a Light, Evelyn Richardson provides

further evidence of her ability to hold the post of assistant lightkeeper:
I learned to clean and fill and care for the Light, in case Morrill
should be detained or absent at lighting time. I learned when fog was
about to be always listening for the sound of a boat's horn. And to run
out-doors and give an answering blast on the hand-horn; to notice
when the fog shut in and when it cleared, and to enter this
information in our records; to notice the weather conditions at sunset
(the state of the sky, and the direction and force of the wind) and
record them; to help with the monthly and quarterly reports that are

sent fo the Department at Saint John. These are Morrill's duties, but

13



I learned to act as substitute, if and when necessary. (48)

When she refers to “keeping track of the weather," this entails noticing
"when snow or fog lessens visibility to five-eighths of a mile or less . . . also
the time when visibility increased beyond that limit" (101). Such data was
recorded in the lighthouse logbook by whomever was closest to the clocks
and books, and this tended to be Evelyn, as these items were kept in the
kitchen (101).

Further evidence of her knowledge of the workings of the light is
provided in her description of the apparatus itself. She considers the light
apparatus to be

really a very unimposing piece of machinery, set on a small wooden

stand. When we came to Bon Portage the Light was still one fixed

lamp, set in a thick lens, and the flashes were produced by revolving
bars of metal a few inches wide, that, passing around the lamp, shut
out its beams at regular intervals. We had been here only a year or
two when that Light was changed for the one now in use, which is said

to throw a brighter beam and is a much cheaper apparatus. (36)

This passage also touches on the evolution of light technology and the

Department of Transport's attempt to keep costs down.

14



Fog and foghorns are implicitly connected with the responsibilities of
operating a lighthouse. In the days before automation, keepers like the
Richardsons used a hand-horn to reply to the sound blasts of passing boats.
This meant keeping "one ear cocked” at all times, even when there did not
appear to be great amounts of fog immediately surrounding the lighthouse;
fog could be rolling out across the waves (46). Although manning the horn is
essential, it can be a tedious duty:

The ultimate exasperation is . . . to sit on the fog-horn beside the

lighthouse and give the necessary answering "toots" to some sailing

vessel tacking back and forth outside the Point, in an almost complete

calm, while dinner gets cold or housework goes undone for hours. (46)
There are times, though, when the necessity of the horn is apparent:

when the fog presses down against a surf smashing angrily amongst

the cruel rocks, I am glad to blow with all my might, or wait

indefinitely in the numbing wet wind, thinking I may be of help in
keeping some boat and its crew outside that greedy maw. Men have
told me of their great relief when they have "picked up” our horn, or
seen against the fog the faint reflection of the beam from our Light.

That makes us feel good--as if we were serving a real purpose--and

15



repays us for much of the monotonous repetition from which we never

see or hear results. (46)

The foghorn and the lighthouse have an interchangeable significance for
helping those at sea, and during the Richardsons' time on Bon Portage, both
of these required the utmost care and human involvement possible. The
above quotation also reveals the pride that the couple took in performing
their lightkeeping duties, and the satisfaction of knowing they were
successfully providing a service to those at sea.

The Richardsons lived on Bon Portage just as electricity was becoming
an option for families on the mainland. However, this was an amenity that
they were not immediately supplied with, and as a result, creative means of
communication had to be developed. For example, when the family required a
doctor, they signaled the mainland with a flag that was attached to a small
pole on a corner-post of the lantern (35). If poor weather reduced visibility
and the chances of their flag being spotted, Morrill made an agreement with
Shag Harbour men to use signal fires: one fire meant “assistance needed”
and two fires meant "doctor needed” (136). These fires were simply burlap

bags ignited with kerosene.

16



Only once in the Richardsons' history were these signal fires
misinterpreted by men on the mainland. Morrill had lit one fire to request
assistance for a small boat in danger of being shipwrecked. The Shag
Harbour men were not sure how many fires were lit, so they called for the
doctor and rowed out in their boats to provide assistance. The doctor
arrived to learn he was not needed, and he sent the Richardsons a bill for his
services. They, in turn, as was their custom, forwarded this bill to the
Department of Transport for payment. Although Ottawa was at first
reluctant to pick up the tab, the departmental inspector promised to call
“attention to the fact that if a doctor were not paid under such
circumstances, it might mean that medical care would net reach the Island in
case of a real emergency requiring it" (137). Amiable relations were
maintained between the Richardsons and doctors on the mainland, but
communication continued to be a challenge.

It was not until early 1947 that a radio-phone was installed at the Bon
Portage lighthouse, and even though this was the first phone given to a
lightkeeper within the Yarmouth district, it is likely that the Richardsons
received theirs “as a compliment to a 'literary lighthouse™ (Richardson,

“Lighthouse Party Line," 6). This “lighthouse party line,” as the family

17



affectionately called it, became the most important piece of "furniture” in
their home ("Party Line,"” 1). Just as the light in the lantern room “serves
the men at sea; the radio-phone is a convenience and safeguard for the
family keeping the light" ("Party Line," 1). Through this radio-phone, the
Richardsons would receive any news or instructions from VAU Yarmouth
Radio, and likewise could request information or assistance, as they did
during the iliness and untimely death of their son Laurie.* Evelyn explains
that there were
two of these radio roll-calls daily, the one at eight in the morning and
another at four in the afternoon. They end the stark isolation that
had been the lot of many Canadian lightkeepers. Of course, even
before the installation of the radio-phones, not all island lightstations
were left without any means of communication. Some of the most
important have had wireless for forty years or more. A few, near
shore, had telephones. ("Party Line," 3)
The voices that were emitted from this "radio cabinet with the microphone

on top" was undoubtedly a source of comfort and peace of mind for this

“Laurie died at the age of 18 in 1947 of cancer.

18



island family, even though they had made a network of friends at Shag
Harbour, three miles away ("Party Line," 1).

Fishermen seldom step outdoors without scanning the harbour

approaches. At night they glance automatically to see if each light

beam within view is flashing properly. They're quick to detect signs of

trouble and they'd risk their lives--as they've often done--to answer a

call for help. ("Party Line," 3)

These modern conveniences, which eased some of the burdens of island
living, would eventually precipitate the demise of lightkeeping service as
these lightkeepers knew it.

The first years af Bon Portage were important for the Richardsons
for several reasons. Interms of their profession, these years equipped
them with the mental and physical fortitude necessary to perform their
lightkeeping duties and intensive farm chores in a relatively inhospitable
terrain against extremes of climate and temperature, often with antiquated
resources. Their senses were keenly awakened by the requisite hard work
for a sustainable--though not financially prosperous--income. These two
lightkeepers were presented with many labour challenges--both in terms of

maintaining their light apparatus and the lighthouse grounds--which caused
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them to be wary and mindful of the federal government's association with
the service.

With respect to their personal lives, these first years introduced the
Richardsons to the dichotomy of being isolated on a remote island, yet
developing an indispensable feeling of family togetherness. Evelyn and
Morrill Richardson became equipped with the ability to incorporate a
textbook education of their children with hands-on experience working the
light and the sometimes harsh realities of island living. For Evelyn in
particular, the island presented an opportunity to become a conscious
devotee of the natural environment. And perhaps most importantly to the
family, the lighthouse simply became their home--a place Laurie loved to call
“homie homie" (24). For all of these reasons, the first years at Bon Portage
were vital in establishing their routine and laying the foundations for years

of devoted lightkeeping service.
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Chapter Two

World War Two and the Peak of Lighthouse Service

“ .. in a war, when you feel behind you the vigilance, the judgement,
the profound study of the Higher Command, you are as much moved by
them as by the simple lamps of a lighthouse, which while only a
material combustion, is nevertheless an emanation of the spirit,

sweeping through space to warn ships of danger”’

While the first years at Bon Portage were essential for acquainting
the Richardsons with their familial and occupational functions, the
subsequent years proved especially challenging and added extra duties to an
already overworked, underpaid and understaffed lightstation. As Canada
entered World War Two, the Richardson family found themselves propelled
info wartime service--not cut off from the action, as many might suppose.
The location of the Bon Portage lighthouse made their involvement in the

war inescapable. Exposed to sea and sky, the lighthouse could have been an

*Marcel Proust, “The Guermantes Way," cited in Stephen Jones, Harbor of Refuge.
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easy target for enemy intruders.® This chapter will examine the

Richardsons’ wartime contributions with highlights from B was for Butter

and Enemy Craft,” which provides examples of the practical importance of,

and even the dangers associated with, lightkeeping during World War Two.

World War Two brought several new demands to lightkeepers, and
this period arguably represents the height of importance for the
lightkeeping service. Morrill, although prepared to enlist, "was not called to
make what would have been a difficult decision, for on Canada’s entry info
the struggle, he was ‘frozen' in his job as lightkeeper” (17). Although never
having to engage an enemy directly, the dutiful couple played a vital role in
protecting the shores of Nova Scotia against covert and overt intrusions.

The Richardsons’ involvement in the war began on November 13th,
1939, when Morrill returned to Bon Portage from a mail run to Shag Harbour
with a letter that changed their lives for the next six years., The

Department of Transport at Saint John provided three crucial instructions:

®Bon Portage Island was located at an important junction for coastal convoys as
shipping lanes from Boston and New York joined traffic from Saint John, N.B., all
headed towards Halifax. These routes came together off Seal Island and
attracted U-boat attacks, as evidenced in the testimony of Evelyn Richardson,
particularly in B was for Butter and Enemy Craft.

7B was for Butter and Enemy Craft was published posthumously in 1976 by Petheric
Press. All references throughout the thesis are made to this edition.
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A, Band C. Instruction A for Apples meant that “navigational lights are to
be exhibited and fog signals and radio beacons operated normally” (18).
Instruction B for Butter stated the reverse: "Extinguish navigational lights
and cease operating fog signals and radio beacons until further orders” (50).
Instruction C for Charlie was the welcome instruction to cancel instruction
B. These instructions were broadcast over radio CBA at Sackville, New
Brunswick, every four hours on the half-hour (51).
The dreaded Instruction B was assigned to Bon Portage on the
afternoon of May 31st, 1940. Evelyn remembers that
the island was swathed in fog--a sullen spring fog driven by a cold sea
wind. At 2.30 the bars of "Rule, Britannia” blared from the radio as
they had done many afternoons. But instead of the expected "A for
Apples” I was startled to hear, "Message for Lightkeepers in Area 2."
(Our area.) “Carry out Instructions B, B for Butter." This meant at
least one enemy craft was, or was feared to be, off our shore. I ran
to find Morrill. Not until that jolting message, had I let myself think
about how vulnerable and defenseless was our lighthouse, facing any

seaborn enemy. "Just asking to be shot at!" I muttered. (32)
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Although the next radio broadcast allayed their fears with Instruction C for
Charlie, the Richardsons had faced the very real possibility of enemy craft
invading their territory. Such fears were not groundless or irrational, since
a British Columbia lighthouse had been shelled by a Japanese submarine, and
the Fort Amherst lighthouse in St. John's, Newfoundland, narrowly missed
being destroyed by a German torpedo.® Although Instruction B was only
implemented once during the Richardsons’ tenure at Bon Portage, the
necessity of listening to the radio broadcast every four hours impeded the
regular maintenance of the lighthouse and the responsibilities of raising a
family and working the farm. Inevitably, these wartime instructions took
their toll on the couple's health, and Evelyn admits that after six years of
performing this "special duty," they came to appreciate "that blessed time
when we could both leave the lighthouse for four hours at a stretch; could
go to bed and sleep through the night" (Richardson, "No Ivory in Light
Towers," 7).

The Richardsons were constantly reminded that war was indeed being

waged off their shore. Torpedo explosions and depth charges "transmitted

%In spite of Michael Hadley's suggestion in U-Boats Against Canada that lighthouses
were too useful to the Germans to destroy, the Richardsons had justifiable grounds

to fear enemy attack at the time.
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through the water, shook the Point’s bedrock while, indoors, the lighthouse

walls trembled, floors wavered and windows rattled” (B was for Butter, 81).

Oil spills from sunken tankers killed hundreds of fish and fow! on and around

Bon Portage, and debris from aircraft and ships became merged with the
remnants of shipwrecks that already dotted the landscape (64). And as if

this wasn't enough to contend with, Morrill was solicited by the army in

November 1941 to carry out spy activities, "an unwelcome wartime task" (We

Keep a Light, 62):

A letter from the Agent explained that a check was being made on all
clubs and organizations which might be fronts for enemy agents, and
asked Morrill to investigate the Ardnamurchan Club at Argyle. Just
how the Department expected Morrill, on 24-hour duty, and with no
car, to investigate a mainland club some thirty miles away, was not

explained. (B was for Butter, 62-63)

It was not until the war was over, when members of the club were visiting
Bon Portage, that the Richardsons learned the truth behind a long-running
Ardnamurchan mystery. The Club had earlier come under suspicion during

the First World War:
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Some of the little boys had been permitted to tent overnight ona
small nearby island, on condition that, before they turn in, one of
them would signal "All's well” with his flashlight. A watching father
had acknowledged the message with his flashlight. This innocent
exchange had been all that was needed to start stories of coded
signals between enemy craft offshore and spies at Ardnamurchan.
"The Army" had been sent to investigate the rumours and had, of
course, found them baseless. Now, with another war in progress,
someone had revived the old spy scare, but Morrill's report apparently
put an end to official concern regarding Ardnamurchan. (62-63)°
To further add to the stressful duties of the war, on October 8th,
1942, the Richardsons were designated Chief Observers in the Detection
Corps of the Royal Canadian Air Force (85). Furnished with such information
as "How to Rescue a Pilot from a Crashed Aircraft,” the family was to report

any aircraft sightings within the shores of Bon Portage, Emerald Isle and

*The Ardnamurchan club had been "founded in the first years of the century by
heirs of a wealthy British-born American who left money for the establishment of a
summer home on Commonwealth territory. Nova Scotia being easily accessible by
the passenger ships between Boston and Yarmouth, a secluded point on lovely
island-dotted Argyle Sound was chosen, purchased, named after Ardnamurchan in
Scotland's Argyle, and a commodious clubhouse built there to accommodate the
many branches of the family" (B was for Butter, 63).
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Prospect Island to the Regional Director in Shelburne, via the Yarmouth
Reporting District (87). The Richardsons’ instructions "stated that a plane
in difficulty would signify its need for help by circling” (90). Fortunately,
they only witnessed one such occurrence, but they proved their readiness to
comply as Chief Observers:
One Sunday morning a Catalina Flying Boat circled the lighthouse
three times, then straightened away and flew, very low, out of sight
behind the island’s trees. The chances of Morrill getting word to
Yarmouth in time to summon possible help were poor but, obeying
orders, he set out to report. It took roughly fifteen minutes to walk
to the slip, as much time to prepare and launch the beat, twenty
minutes o reach Shag Harbour and--on Sunday--another ten minutes
to find a phone. We never heard dny’rhing about the reported plane;
it must have overcome the trouble if in real difficulty, but we
suspected its S.0.S. had been a test of our alertness as Observers.
(90)
Evelyn Richardson proved her readiness to serve the war effort in
another manner as well. Using fleece from their own flock of sheep, she

made dozens of baby quilts for the Red Cross to send to Britain. This
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became a joint project with her Shag Harbour neighbours, who provided her
with flannelette cuttings, which she then incorporated with her own wool and
linings. This diversion, too, gave Evelyn a sense of pride, as she admitted in

We Keep a Light: "It is impossible for me fo join in the usual Red Cross

activities so I am glad our sheep provide the means for me to help in this
way" (122).

The Second World War did provide the Richardsons with a few
pleasant surprises. On numerous occasions, rations and supplies from
downed planes and sunken vessels would float on the tides to Bon Portage.
These items included flour, lard, oranges, lemons, nuts, and cartons of

cigarettes (B was for Butter, 70, 76, 86). Evelyn modestly claims that

although
never directly involved in the conflict (we were not among its victims,
nor did we perform any daring rescues of those who were), we lived on
the fringe of a battle area, and played a small part in the life and
death struggle known as the Battle of the Atlantic. (9)

In fact, their role was no “small part." The responsibilities of studying,

recording and reporting enemy aircraft, and awaiting and responding to radio

broadcasts greatly increased the Richardsons' assigned duties. At an
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obvious and exposed point of land, the lighthouse itself was an easy target
for enemy prey. The anxiety and stress that Evelyn and Morrill shared must
have been tremendous, particularly with three small children on an isolated
and otherwise uninhabited island.

Evelyn Richardson's 1976 memoir of the war years seems to carry an
underlying sense of impending doom and an unspoken and constant fear of
threats from unknown forces. The war was not just an item in the news that
occurred in far away lands: it generated a very real, very serious danger that
presented risks and challenges to these oft-forgotten keepers of the lights.

Both B was for Butter and We Keep a Light are valuable texts for their

revelations about lightkeepers' duties during the war. More importantly,

these works--especially We Keep a Light, with its publication at the end of

the war--boosted the spirits and morale of a nation that had been plagued
by feelings of disaster and discord for six long years. Readers were
transported to a more idyllic locale, where a mosaic of family harmony, a
peaceful coexistence with nature, and comparatively uncomplicated
encounters with fellow humankind overrode the complexities and destruction
of war. Evelyn Richardson's works helped restore a sense of nation-building

that various levels of Canadian government could not themselves hope to
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accomplish.

In addition to serving as witnesses to, and participants in, wartime
activity on the coast, the Richardsons were privy to other noteworthy
historical events prior to World War Two. The summer of 1936 was
certainly an interesting time to be situated on the southwest shore of Nova
Scotia. That year, the Hindenburg zeppelin made “ten successful round trips
to North America” (10). On one such trip, it crossed Bon Portage from
"east to west, low over the Savannah (the island’'s swampy mid-section),
heading into the rich light of the lowering sun which her silver skin caught,
intensified and reflected” (10):

Nothing from outer space could have locked more other-worldly, more

beautifully unreal, than this great earth-made airship. No sound of

her powerful engines reached us through the quiet air as she glided
out over the western water, rose a little and disappeared into the
heart of the sunset. Newspapers of the period mentioned her as

"Swastika-emblazoned"”, but from the lighttower, where I watched

enthralled, I detected none of these by then detested signs. (10-11)
That same year, Evelyn Richardson observed Franklin D. Roosevelt in the

area as well:
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I had recognized him as he steered the yacht past our Point, up the
Sound and into Stoddart's Cove, the anchorage he had known as a
young man in love with sailing . . . The Roosevelts had never seemed
strangers to the people along our shore, because Herbert Kendrick, a

Shag Harbour man, had for ten years captained the Rooseveit yacht

HALF MOON, and had introduced young Franklin to these waters.

(93)

It seems that a certain kinship was felt between inhabitants along Nova
Scotia’s southern shore and the famous Roosevelt family.

These two examples confirm that the Bon Portage lighthouse was
situated along a very well-traveled coast. By virtue of their geographic
location, the Richardsons had a clear vantage point from which to view,
document, and partake in some measure in prominent historical events.
These citings also indicate that Evelyn Richardson was a very keen and
knowledgeable observer. Undoubtedly, her memoirs profited by such tidbits
of information, which share the pride of her peers and foster a sense of
admiration and envy from her readers. For the decade of 1936 to 1946 in
particular, her writings serve as witnesses of important historical events and

influential people. During the war years especially, the Richardsons were not
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mere spectators, but participants in events that shaped our nation and the
world at large. As lightkeepers, they were inherently devoted to protecting
others, and this service was never more valuable than during World War
Two, when they not only defended their family, community, island, coastline

and province, but their fellow Canadians as well.
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Remo et everamed

Chapter Three

An Economic Perspective

"It is an employment in some respects best suited to the habits of

the gulls which coast up and down here and circle over the sea.”*’

All things considered, the Richardsons coped reasonably well at Bon
Portage through the Great Depression and Second World War. They were
fortunate to survive the dirty thirties virtually unscathed by the economic
gloom that befell the country. The words "virtually unscathed” reflect the
fact that the meagre income the family received from lightkeeping was not
adversely affected by a decade of economic upheaval. In addition to their
steady income from the Department of Transport, the couple was able to
subsidize their earnings from their small island farm. This chapter will
highlight the economic status of the Richardsons in relation to both their

mainland and lightkeeping contemporaries, and reveal their methods for

©Henry David Thoreau, “The Highland Light," cited in Stephen Jones, Harbor of
Refuge.
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supplementing their lightkeeping and island income."

As stated previously, the Department of Transport at Saint John,
N.B., maintained jurisdiction over the Bon Portage lighthouse. In order to
keep costs to a minimum, the Department had a habit of appointing married
couples as lightkeepers. By implementing this "two-for-one" policy, the
government ensured itself a greater workforce on a lesser payroll. When
the Richardsons first moved to Bon Portage, they were already in financial
debt to the sum of nearly one thousand dollars--six hundred of which was

the mortgage taken against the island (We Keep a Light, 28). This was

certainly a significant sum when compared to their income. In 1929, their
annual income from lightkeeping was $930--less than eighteen dollars a
week. Evelyn admitted that while "other jobs might have meant more money
for less hard work," they were lucky to have a steady income, so that slowly,
over several years, their debts were paid in full (Richardson, "Letters from a

Lighthouse," 1).

"Although not backed by formal documentation, both Evelyn Richardson and Harry
Thurston imply that lightkeepers at more "important” or remote sites were paid
accordingly. In B was for Butter, Evelyn remarks that if Morrill were to replace
the deceased keeper of Seal Island, the position "would bring an increased salary”
(42). In Against Darkness and Storm, Thurston makes a similar comment about the
keepers of Bird Rock, said to be the loneliest posting in Canada (26).
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The fact that the Richardsons could purchase Bon Portage Island
outright was itself a great feat. The Depression had begun in the Maritimes
in the early 1920s, when the industrialization leading up to World War One
began to exceed peacetime requirements (Reid 162). It was at that time
that the newly-married Richardsons had relocated to the United States to
find higher paying employment. It was also at this time, as John Reid
argues, that "the foundations were laid for the Maritimes' status as a "have-
not" region of Canada” (161). As Reid explains, in

the years immediately following the First World War, the Maritime

economy suffered a series of heavy blows. In part the problems were

worldwide. In the Maritimes, however, the effects of these wider
trends were transformed into a major crisis by complicating factors
that originated within Canada: outside control of the regional
economy, and the inability of outnumbered political representatives to
put up an effective defence of regional interests in such crucial areas
as tariffs and freight rates. The results were disastrous. In the
years between 1920 and 1926, some 42 percent of the manufacturing
jobs in the region simply disappeared. Meanwhile, as

deindustrialization proceeded, non-manufacturing sectors such as
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fisheries, lumber, and agriculture had to deal with world trade

disruption and severe competition in uncertain markets. (Reid 164-

165)
The issues of freight rates and the shipment of goods became a focal point
of the Maritime Rights movement. The objective of this movement was "to
explain the Maritimes’ grievances plainly to other Canadians. For that
purpose, speakers were sent to centres throughout Canada” (171). The
Maritimes' grievances were both economic and political in nature.
Economically, the region was plagued by such phenomena as industrial plant
closures and wage strikes, both of which increased the trend of out-
migration (172). And as the population decreased, so too did the number of
parliamentary seats (163). “As aresult, it became increasingly difficult for
Maritime political leaders to sustain the region’s interests effectively at the
federal level” (163).

While the economic adversity of the 1920s was “not felt in the same
ways by people of different social backgrounds or geographical locations . . .
the struggle to cope with harsh economic readlities was the struggle of all”
(184). For this reason, it can be said that the Richardsons were fortunate to

have a steady government job--despite any disadvantages--and the

36



opportunity to be self-sufficient and earn additional income. Small-scale
farming and gardening enabled the family to produce goods for their own
use, but their isolation prevented the opportunity for large-scale farming.
Fishing did not prove to be a viable solution either. The couple found that,
while "many lightkeepers eke out their none-too-munificent salary by fishing
on the side,” the difficulty of launching and landing boats on Bon Portage

demanded "too much time and effort” (We Keep a Light, 232).

By contrast, the collecting of Irish moss was a very profitable
venture. Evelyn Richardson described Irish moss as a sea-plant: “it reminds
me of a large and yellowish head of cauliflower without its encircling green
leaves"” (234). The demand for this product increased dramatically after the
onset of World War Two because the European suppliers had been cut of f
(234). Moss was used "commercially in bases for ice-cream, candies,
cheeses, some medicines," and Evelyn used it herself as a substitute for
gelatin (235). The Richardsons collected the moss by cutting it from the
rocks at low tide using

sharpened knives, and buckets with holes bored in the bottoms to

allow the water to drain out . . . rakes and large wire lobster-baskets

... numerous feed-bags and ropes for tying them when filled. (236)
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After the moss had been collected, it was dried by the sun by spreading it
“thinly over all our flat roofs . . . on the roofs of the barn, manure pit, silo,
hen-house, pig-house and back porch. When it has been properly dried and
bagged, Morrill takes it in his boat to Shag Harbour and sells it" (239). Like
much of island and lighthouse living, moss collecting was almost entirely
dependent upon suitable weather conditions, so the family became adept at
gathering the moss in an expedient and efficient manner.

Even during a decade of economic uncertainty, the Richardsons were
able to hire Lem, a local youth, to help with the chores in their first winters
on the island:

Looking back on the years 1929-35, I now recall mest vividly their

atmosphere of impending disaster, but at the same time, on our island

and in our lighthouse, life went busily and pleasantly on. The

Depression had the most immediate impingement.

With a steady job--admittedly not a well paid one--a home and

opportunities to help ourselves by extra work, we were lucky. We

could even lessen unemployment by providing one winter job! Not
because we had money to spare, but because we recognized the

possibilities of tragedy if Morrill, responsible for wife and small
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children, had to cope with isolation and storms alone. (B was for

Butter, 13)

In addition to collecting Irish moss, the family was active in
haymaking, sheepshearing, duck hunting, woodcutting and canning. Of
course, these were performed on top of the usual housecleaning, sewing,
gardening, painting, schooling, and operating a lightstation. Each of these
chores, though, became a concerted effort of every family member,
emblematic of strong family values and a hard work ethic. By taking the
initiative to improve their quality of life, the Richardsons were able to
supplement their income, provide the family with their own sources of
nourishment, and ease the strains of island living. Undoubtedly, with the

success of We Keep a Light, the family was able to ease their financial

burdens a little further.
While the Richardsons could sustain themselves with what the

lighthouse and island afforded them, it is likely that they could have fared

better if they were not so isolated from the mainland. In "No Ivory in Light

Towers,” Evelyn borrows the adage of Fraser Darling, the Scottish ecologist,

who said
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one family is too small a unit to live alone on a small island. Life is not
economical when you have to turn your hand to every kind of job
perforce; nor is one family big enough to create and maintain a proper

social evolution. (Richardson, Where My Roots Go Deep, 4)

The existence of other farmers on Bon Portage would have enabled the
Richardsons to exchange produce and divide their chores accordingly.
Similarly, there might have been a better chance either of supplementing
salaried income, or saving on groceries, if more time could be spent at sea to
harvest a welcome supply of fish. Having an increased workforce on the
island could have enabled one or more fishermen to conduct a day's work at
sea without hindering the work required on the island.

While there would have been a definite economic advantage to the
Richardsons being part of a small island farming community, there are other
ways in which the family could have profited from their neighbours.
Socially, the children would have been exposed to different playmates, and
the task of being the sole educators, mentors, chaperones and role models
would not fall exclusively to Evelyn and Morrill. Likewise, adult neighbours
would have shared a mutual understanding about island concerns, thereby

forming common objectives and the resultant peace of mind that solidarity
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affords. Other inhabitants could also have helped to ameliorate periods of
heavy lightkeeping duties, especially during wartime. This is not to idealize
the role of neighbours, but their presence would also have enabled the
parents or the children to leave the island more easily when needed, either
for personal or professional reasons.

The absence of telephone or radio-telephone communication with the
mainland must have been a hardship for a couple who were used to urban
conveniences and had a healthy need for neighbourly contact. Less so was
the absence of electrical power. Not only was there a meagre amount of
rural electrification even on the mainland of Nova Scotia in the 1930s, very
few gadgets--except perhaps a refrigerator--would have been practical and
cheap enough to be really useful to them. The fact that the Richardsons
sustained themselves on the island is highly commendable given the

“primitive” conditions in which they lived.
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