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People often wonder why we took on
Robbins Reef Lighthouse, the small

sparkplug station at the entrance of the
Kill van Kull one mile off the North
Shore of Staten Island.  One of the
many reasons is because of its critical
role in navigation through New York
Harbor and its importance in American
maritime history.  But Robbins Reef
also has a connection to Sailors’ Snug
Harbor: Alexander Hamilton.

In 1789 the first session of the United
States Congress passed the Act for
the Establishment and Support of
Lighthouses, Beacons, Buoys, and Public
Piers, more simply referred to as the
Lighthouse Act, which was only the

ninth legislative act and the first public works bill passed by the new
government.  The Act created the U.S. Lighthouse Establishment and
placed it under the jurisdiction of the Department of the Treasury.
After the Act’s passage, Congress began to assume control of the twelve
active lighthouses situated throughout the former colonies, but, wary
of the central government, the new states did not complete this
transfer until 1798, nine years after the bill’s passage.  The government
also explicitly commissioned the construction of a station at Cape
Henry, Virginia, near the entrance to Chesapeake Bay, in the
Lighthouse Act.  Prior to the ratification of the Constitution, the
Virginia colony had declared its intention to build a lighthouse at Cape
Henry because it was a vulnerable and strategic point on the eastern
seaboard where 50 vessels had been lost. The lighthouse was
completed in 1792. 

As the first Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, with
characteristic attention and concern, oversaw the absorption of
existing lighthouses by the federal government, the design and
construction of Cape Henry Light, and all the lighthouse projects
that followed during his tenure with the department.

Hamilton was a strong advocate for the passage of navigation-related
federal legislation and was a driving force behind the Lighthouse Act.
He believed that lighthouses should be under the control of the central
government, rather than under the jurisdiction of individual states or
municipalities, to ensure their financial stability nationally. The
growth and development of the economy and the nation’s financial
institutions were core tenants of his work as Treasury Secretary, and he
firmly believed that the strategic placement of lighthouses would create
additional port cities and superior trading conditions that would allow
the federal economy, still in its infancy, to flourish.  The construction

The First Keeper of the Lights 

The 1792 Cape Henry Lighthouse
at Fort Story in Virginia Beach, VA.
PHOTO: Wikimedia Commons

Ciro Galeno, Jr. gave the museum this 1925 portrait of Alexander Hamilton, a color
mezzotint with chine appliqué (detail) by T. Hamilton Crawford, after John Trumbull. 

of guiding lights was also a major part of Hamilton’s plan to ensure
safe conditions in all major American ports.

Hamilton had a history of interest in the sea and the protection and
safety of sailors.  In 1769, a New York-based committee of mariners
and attorneys gathered to create an organization to care for widows
and orphans of mariners and to promote general maritime knowledge.
The following year, King George III granted the charter, formally
establishing the Marine Society of the City of New York.  During the
Revolutionary War, loyalists and patriots alike held membership in
the Society, including Hamilton and the patriot group, the Sons of
Liberty.  Among its first members were Captain Thomas Randall and
his son, Robert Richard.  Hamilton had close ties to the Randall family
as friend and attorney, and, in 1801, as he was dying, Robert Richard
summoned Hamilton and asked him to write his will which ultimately
established a free, democratic haven for “aged, decrepit, and worn out
seaman” named Sailors’ Snug Harbor.  Over the 140 years of its
existence on Staten Island, the Harbor provided free care to over
10,000 people.

The museum is organizing an exhibition about Hamilton’s ties to the
marine industry and to Cape Henry, and changes to the Treasures of
Sailors’ Snug Harbor exhibition that include the conservation of three
more paintings in the Sailors’ Snug Harbor Trust’s collection.  The
Luce Library has finished cataloging some of the scrapbooks of
portraits of mariners who came to Sailors’ Snug Harbor—each man
who was admitted was photographed—and we will exhibit them as
well.

—Megan Beck

Our Trustee, Gale Bellafiore,
had the good sense to buy 12

copies of Perspective: Robbins Reef
for Christmas gifts last year, and
reports that “everyone loves it.”
Here is another recommendation,
this one from the review by Arden
Scott in the summer edition
of National Maritme Historical
Society’s Sea History magazine:

“This book will be sought after
by lighthouse keepers, maritime
history buffs, and anyone
addicted to New York Harbor….
A slim book (97 pages), a little
lighthouse (48 feet tall), and a
diminutive lighthouse keeper
(4’8”) recall an Emily Dickenson
fragment: “the North Star is of
small fabric but it implies much.’” 

Our books make good reading If you are looking for good reads, remember ours.  They are available on
our website, www.noblemaritime.org and include two books about
Noble, the catalogue raisonné and biography Hulls and Hulks in the
Tide of Time: the Life and Work of John A. Noble and John A. Noble:
The Rowboat Drawings; as well as the catalogue raisonné, Bon á tirer:
The Prints of Herman Zaage and the history Caddell Dry Dock: 100
Years Harborside.  If your vacation plans include kids, they will enjoy
The Terrible Captain Jack Visits the Museum—or A Guide to Museum
Manners for Incorrigible Pirates and the Like.  We also offer a number
of small chapbooks, including The Sailors’ Snug Harbor Coloring Book;
The Fight for Sailors’ Snug Harbor: Essays and Letters of John A. Noble;
and Sailors’ Snug Harbor: A Glimpse of Life in 1880. 

The cover of Perspective: Robbins Reef
features the painting The Barbican of the
Kill van Kull by Pamela Talese.

Published in 1991, Hulls and
Hulks in the Tide of Time: the Life
and Work of John A. Noble by
Erin Urban is the definitive story
of the artist’s life and work. 

The 29
th
Annual John A. Noble Art Auction

Friday, November 10, 2017 at 6:30 PM
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funds from the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs,
in partnership with the City Council.

Sea Shanty Sessions
Every third Sunday of the month, 2–5 PM
Upcoming dates: September 17, October 15, and November 19
Led by the Folk Music Society of New York, Sea Shanty Sessions are
dedicated to the memory of William Main Doerflinger (1909-2000),
the noted music scholar who lived near Sailors’ Snug Harbor and
collected shanties and traditional sailor’s songs from the residents.
You can join in or just listen.  Free, donations appreciated.

CloseKnit
Every first Thursday of the month, 2–4 PM
Upcoming dates: September 7, October 5, and November 2
Originally dedicated to providing
hats and scarves to mariners,
members now also make a variety
of things such as blankets and
teddy bears for kids in need. The
museum provides yarn and the
knitters are happy to teach their
craft.  Free, donations appreciated.

From Crewman to Captain:
37 Years on New York Harbor
A lecture and slide show by Captain Allan Michael
Sunday, September 10, 2 PM
Captain Allan Michael will present a lecture and slide show about his
journey from deckhand to captain at Manhattan’s Circle Line.  In
1987 he became only the fifth African-American captain working in
New York Harbor. He will describe his experience and relate
memories of his hardships and accomplishments and the people who
taught him lessons that have stayed with him for the past 40 years.
Free, donations appreciated.

An Irish-Italian Wedding of Song and Dance  
Everything Opera to Irish Step Dancing,
Conducted by Maestro Alan Aurelia
Saturday, September 23, 7:30pm 
Members of the Riverside Opera Company will perform songs from
traditional Italian and Irish wedding celebrations. The festivities will
include Italian operatic favorites and a lively Irish Step dance
performance.  Admission is $15 per person in advance, $20 at the door. 

Visit the museum’s galleries Thursday through Sunday, 1–5 PM
For more information call 718-447-6490 or visit noblemaritime.org

Programs and Events

The museum had the privilege of working with Memory Project, a
global nonprofit organization that invites art teachers and their

students to create portraits of children facing substantial challenges
around the world.  Most of the children live in orphanages and have
been victims of war, loss of parents, and poverty.  Memory Project
receives photos of the children from the facilities that care for them,
and they make large color prints of them to send to participating art
teachers.  After studying the photos, the teachers and their students
make portraits of the children, which Memory Project hand delivers to
the subjects when their portraits are finished. 

Back in March, Staten Island Academy art teachers Kristi Pfister and
Catherine Dunning told me they were creating portraits of children
living in the Ukraine, and wanted to make them on our press.  I was
intrigued, but it wasn’t until I saw the photos that I understood what
makes this project so special—the eyes of the children looked back at
me.  Among them was a little girl with a blue crocheted hat, a little boy
with spaces in his teeth, another boy with big eyes looking out from
under a newsboy cap, and a pretty girl approaching her teens.  All I
could do was imagine what these children have seen in their young
lives.  I saw sadness mixed with the playfulness of childhood, and it
touched me.  Kristi, Catherine, and I agreed that we wanted to
embrace these children.  Then I realized the point of the program is to
instill awareness and kindness in the students creating the portraits.
Through this experience, they connect with children in another part of
the world, and see the faces behind the stories they hear about on the
news. 

I witnessed that caring firsthand.  I watched the students compare the
photos with the portraits, carefully striving to capture the essence of
the child.  Kristi and Catherine explained how to mix the right shades
of yellow ochre, magenta, and leaf green to get the right skin tone, so
that the children’s faces would look natural and not like masks.  There
was excitement as we cranked each portrait through the press.

Touching children 4,800 miles away 

Memory Project made a video of the Ukrainian children as they were
presented with the portraits.  It was a moving experience we all
watched together, and it became apparent why it is called a memory
project.  The Ukranian children have a tangible remembrance of their
youth, and the art students will always remember the person living
4,800 miles away whose portrait became their common bond.  You
can view the video on our website under education programs,
www.noblemaritime.org/education/

—Dawn Daniels 

Shinbone Alley is not
the first slim walk-

way to be so-named;
there is another one on
the north side of Bleeker
Street, east of Lafayette
Avenue in Manhattan,
and it had its name as
of 1825. Had the odd
appellation something
to do with bumping
shins on rusty pails?  Or
getting kicked in the shins?  For some reason I thought it might have
been a place where you could get your shoes shined…

I’ve often wondered how our Shinbone Alley at Snug Harbor got its
name, and if the Snugs named it.  Perhaps they also named the
Bumboat, the little cafe on Shinbone where they could get a snack, and
I would wager that they dubbed the Sailors’ Snug Harbor cemetery
“Monkey Hill,” but I have no proof. 

Our Shinbone Alley runs behind the front National Historic
Landmarks from E Building to A Building.  Arching over it are
crosswalks that connect the front five former Harbor dormitories to
three of the five buildings behind them, which were also dormitories.
The shady trees and crosswalks and the patches of grass between the
buildings are beautifully designed for gardens and gatherings.  We
want to bring back the atmosphere that pervaded Shinbone in the days
when residents and staff spilled out from the dorms and the kitchen
and dining hall on to the shady bluestone walkway to relax.

We worked with Snug Harbor staff, and the new Snug Harbor caterer,
Relish, to remove the food-waste dumpster behind our building to a
sensible location on the perimeter of the site; its shell will become one
of eight new bike racks that are being added to the cultural center.  

The Richmond County Savings Foundation gave us a Green Initiative
grant with which we could buy plants and make gardens, and the Snug
Harbor’s horticulturists designed two new gardens and added plants to
the one between our building and Building E.  We re-established safe
pedestrian access along the Alley by blocking it with a tugboat H-bitt
that Caddell Dry Dock supplied.  Shinbone’s surface and moats will no
longer be damaged by truck traffic, and parents of kids in the
Childrens Harbor Montessori School are especially happy that it has
resumed its role as a thoroughfare for pedestrians only.  

Noble Crewfolk and our staff spent a couple of days cleaning
Shinbone, weeding the moats, making garden areas, and painting
railings, archways, and doors.  Our hope is to raise the money we need
to repair the walkway surface because it has trip hazards and poor
drainage.  A yet-unrealized dream is that Snug Harbor will reopen the
Bumboat as a coffee shop.  Restoring the Alley is the first step we have
taken outside the doors of our building to reveal the history of Sailors’
Snug Harbor.  If you would like to help with money or time, please let
us know!  Many thanks to our great Noble Crew!

—Erin Urban

Last season we succeeded in reaching our first major goal at the
lighthouse: to provide light and ventilation. This season we

started on the eight closet, room, and cabinet doors; they had been
painted in various colors, and we removed and stripped them last
season, and we are restoring the hinges and doorknobs.  We will sand
and poly them, and put them back up in rooms we scraped and painted
white.  We have no photographs of the doors in the early days of the
lighthouse and decided to leave them unpainted; the wood is beautiful,
and the wood surfaces will be easy to maintain.  Other doors on the
agenda include the north door to the kitchen; it was blown in by
superstorm Sandy.  Jeff Wollman’s Reicon crew put a temporary steel
plate over the aperture, but it’s time to build a new, tight door and
threshold.

The watch gallery is one of the loveliest places at the lighthouse; it leads
to the balcony and has eight round windows in the ceiling that cast
light down from the lantern gallery.  Glen Miller’s crew had removed
an old, rusty pipe that stretched across the ceiling, and the Coast
Guard, NOAA, and the New York Wheel moved their equipment
down to the deck below to make that deck easier to navigate.  In the
process, the Coast Guard installed a new LED light we dubbed “Little
Green” and gave us the legacy light.  It’s now part of our Robbins Reef
Lighthouse: A Home in the Harbor exhibition.  

Robbins Reef is a Noble
Crew project, and they rock
it.  If you want to work out
there, let us know—but
remember we get to it by
boat—Glen Miller donates
the trips out and back—and
there’s an 18’ ladder up to
the promenade.  When we
go out, we do satisfying and
pleasant work!

—Erin Urban

Restoring Historic Shinbone Alley Update: Robbins Reef Lighthouse

This new garden at the top of Shinbone Alley was made
possible through the generosity of the Richmond
County Savings Foundation.              PHOTO: Erin Urban

Noble Crew member M.E. Cooper
and executive director Erin Urban
on the promenade of Robbins Reef
in June 2017.  The newly restored
windows were reinstalled in the fall
of 2016.  Photographed from the
reef by Megan Beck.

Staten Island Academy sixth grade students created portraits in the museum’s printmaking
studio.  In the top photograph they are displaying the monoprint plates they painted while
waiting to transfer them to paper on our intaglio press.                         PHOTOS:  Dawn Daniels 
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ninth legislative act and the first public works bill passed by the new
government.  The Act created the U.S. Lighthouse Establishment and
placed it under the jurisdiction of the Department of the Treasury.
After the Act’s passage, Congress began to assume control of the twelve
active lighthouses situated throughout the former colonies, but, wary
of the central government, the new states did not complete this
transfer until 1798, nine years after the bill’s passage.  The government
also explicitly commissioned the construction of a station at Cape
Henry, Virginia, near the entrance to Chesapeake Bay, in the
Lighthouse Act.  Prior to the ratification of the Constitution, the
Virginia colony had declared its intention to build a lighthouse at Cape
Henry because it was a vulnerable and strategic point on the eastern
seaboard where 50 vessels had been lost. The lighthouse was
completed in 1792. 

As the first Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, with
characteristic attention and concern, oversaw the absorption of
existing lighthouses by the federal government, the design and
construction of Cape Henry Light, and all the lighthouse projects
that followed during his tenure with the department.

Hamilton was a strong advocate for the passage of navigation-related
federal legislation and was a driving force behind the Lighthouse Act.
He believed that lighthouses should be under the control of the central
government, rather than under the jurisdiction of individual states or
municipalities, to ensure their financial stability nationally. The
growth and development of the economy and the nation’s financial
institutions were core tenants of his work as Treasury Secretary, and he
firmly believed that the strategic placement of lighthouses would create
additional port cities and superior trading conditions that would allow
the federal economy, still in its infancy, to flourish.  The construction
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at Fort Story in Virginia Beach, VA.
PHOTO: Wikimedia Commons

Ciro Galeno, Jr. gave the museum this 1925 portrait of Alexander Hamilton, a color
mezzotint with chine appliqué (detail) by T. Hamilton Crawford, after John Trumbull. 

of guiding lights was also a major part of Hamilton’s plan to ensure
safe conditions in all major American ports.

Hamilton had a history of interest in the sea and the protection and
safety of sailors.  In 1769, a New York-based committee of mariners
and attorneys gathered to create an organization to care for widows
and orphans of mariners and to promote general maritime knowledge.
The following year, King George III granted the charter, formally
establishing the Marine Society of the City of New York.  During the
Revolutionary War, loyalists and patriots alike held membership in
the Society, including Hamilton and the patriot group, the Sons of
Liberty.  Among its first members were Captain Thomas Randall and
his son, Robert Richard.  Hamilton had close ties to the Randall family
as friend and attorney, and, in 1801, as he was dying, Robert Richard
summoned Hamilton and asked him to write his will which ultimately
established a free, democratic haven for “aged, decrepit, and worn out
seaman” named Sailors’ Snug Harbor.  Over the 140 years of its
existence on Staten Island, the Harbor provided free care to over
10,000 people.

The museum is organizing an exhibition about Hamilton’s ties to the
marine industry and to Cape Henry, and changes to the Treasures of
Sailors’ Snug Harbor exhibition that include the conservation of three
more paintings in the Sailors’ Snug Harbor Trust’s collection.  The
Luce Library has finished cataloging some of the scrapbooks of
portraits of mariners who came to Sailors’ Snug Harbor—each man
who was admitted was photographed—and we will exhibit them as
well.

—Megan Beck

Our Trustee, Gale Bellafiore,
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copies of Perspective: Robbins Reef
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reports that “everyone loves it.”
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diminutive lighthouse keeper
(4’8”) recall an Emily Dickenson
fragment: “the North Star is of
small fabric but it implies much.’” 
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The Rowboat Drawings; as well as the catalogue raisonné, Bon á tirer:
The Prints of Herman Zaage and the history Caddell Dry Dock: 100
Years Harborside.  If your vacation plans include kids, they will enjoy
The Terrible Captain Jack Visits the Museum—or A Guide to Museum
Manners for Incorrigible Pirates and the Like.  We also offer a number
of small chapbooks, including The Sailors’ Snug Harbor Coloring Book;
The Fight for Sailors’ Snug Harbor: Essays and Letters of John A. Noble;
and Sailors’ Snug Harbor: A Glimpse of Life in 1880. 

The cover of Perspective: Robbins Reef
features the painting The Barbican of the
Kill van Kull by Pamela Talese.

Published in 1991, Hulls and
Hulks in the Tide of Time: the Life
and Work of John A. Noble by
Erin Urban is the definitive story
of the artist’s life and work. 

The 29
th
Annual John A. Noble Art Auction

Friday, November 10, 2017 at 6:30 PM
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