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New book illuminates colorful New York lighthouse history
A review by Michael J. Fressola, art critic and guest contributor 

Perspective: Robbins Reef, the latest
book published by the Noble

Maritime Collection, is a history of the
133-year old lighthouse (just off the
Island’s North Shore), an exhibit
catalogue, and an illustrated progress
report.

Adopted by the museum, Robbins Reef
was pretty careworn by 2011 when the
museum signed the deed. Nineteen
months later, a 32-foot seawater
surge—Superstorm Sandy—slammed
the place, wreaking havoc.  

Fortunately, the damage was reparable.
Other harbor beacons didn’t weather
the onslaught. Old Orchard was
obliterated. Romer Shoal Light was
severely compromised.

Today Robbins Reef is a work in progress. Every few weeks, a volunteer
work detail sails out to paint, scrape walls, clean, and make repairs.
Restored windows have been installed. When all is shipshape again,
tours and educational programs will be launched there.  

The place has history. Arguably, no lighthouse in the area has quite
such a compelling backstory.  Researched by the Collection’s founding
director Erin Urban and curator Megan Beck, the story centers on
the indefatigable Kate Walker (1848-1931), the keeper who made
her home in the light for 33 years and raised her family there
singlehandedly. 

While photographs depict a tiny, 4’10” woman in ladylike Victorian
attire, hers was hardly a genteel life.  Before electrification, oil lamps
provided the guiding light and they required refilling every few hours.
An uninterrupted night’s sleep? All but impossible.

Walker, widowed at 42, inherited the job from her husband. She made
her own repairs, braved all kinds of weather, and rescued 50
shipwrecked people during her tenure.  And guess who rowed the kids
back and forth to Staten Island to school.

Still her lighthouse home had all the comforts of the day, including a
phonograph (she liked Caruso). She entertained friends and family
there.

Within the harborscape, Robbins Reef occupies prime real estate.
Situated picturesquely at the mouth of the Kill van Kull, one of the

Perspective: Robbins Reef

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

Perspective: Robbins Reef includes a history of the lighthouse and its most famous keeper,
Kate Walker and her family.  It is also a catalogue for the exhibition Robbins Reef
Lighthouse: A Home in the Harbor, and features color reproductions of all the art in the
show, including Kathy Krantz Fieramosca’s oil on linen, Homage to Kate Walker.

My Studio A selection of plein airdrawings
by John A. Noble, 1930-1950
on view in the Noble Maritime Library

world’s busiest shipping lanes, it figured in prints and paintings
produced by marine artists.

As a catalogue, Perspective documents the exhibit Robbins Reef
Lighthouse: A Home in the Harbor (through 2017). Original
furnishings recreate the round-roomed Walker household.  What fun
to be a child in such a setting.

As a fine-art showcase, the book includes historic depictions like
Sunset, New York Bay, painted by the gifted Hudson River School
romantic Edward Moran (1829-1901). Moran presented the
lighthouse gloriously backlit in a golden sunset.  With more realistic
intentions, Noble drew the place quickly and fluidly at eye level, while
rowing himself around the harbor.

New works of art, commissioned by the museum and exhibited during
the run of A Home in the Harbor, amplify the viewer’s sense of
Robbins Reef and deepen the acquaintance with Kate Walker. 

Among the participants are museum trustee and noted marine artist
John Stobart, R.A., and William Behnken, N.A., Michael Falco, Kathy
Krantz Fieramosca, Elle Finn, DB Lampman, Michael McWeeney,
Denise Mumm, Roger Sherry, Stephen Szoke (a descendant of Kate
Walker), Bascove, and Sarah Yuster. 

The 97-page soft-cover book, handsomely designed by Assistant
Director Ciro Galeno, Jr. and written by Erin Urban, is available at the
museum or through its website bookstore. 

The Noble Crew in action at Robbins Reef Lighthouse

Last summer and fall were
productive at Robbins Reef.

With the help of the folks at
Miller’s Launch and the skill of
their great captains diving
through wakes, we went out often.
We restorated eight casement
windows that had been shrouded
in plywood and steel since the
Coast Guard automated the light
in 1966. The round rooms on the
first three levels and the landings
in the stairwell are full of light.  It
is astonishing. 

With funds from the New
York Landmarks Conservancy,
coupled with matching funds
from the museum’s art auction
and the extraordinary help of the

Light, Tight, and Bright

This restored window is located in the
curved stairwell, outside the sitting room.
Stripped of a century’s worth of paint, the
window casement and sill are made of old-
growth heart pine.     PHOTO: Peter Yuschak

Noble Crew under the supervision of craftsman Roger Sherry, we
ground down and painted the exterior casements, removed the paint
from the interior casements, and removed the windows.  Sherry then
brought them to his studio in Virginia to restore them.  As expected,
the window frames and the old-growth heart-pine interior casements
and sills had withstood salt air since 1883.  Most of the glass is intact,
and some panes have a faint pattern of light-blue pitting.  The copper
slides, the tracks the windows travel up and down in, and original pins
that hold the windows open that we carefully retrieved are testaments
to 19th century craftsmen.

The light that fills the kitchen, sitting room, and Kate’s bedroom is
amplified by the walls and ceilings, which we scraped and painted
white.  Kate said she had to keep the place “bright with paint,” and we
will too.  We also removed the interior doors and stripped them.  (Try
doing that in a place with no running water).  Under the many layers
of paint dating back to Kate’s time we found heart pine and oak.  

We are so grateful to Crew members Gerry Barton, Andrew Blancero,
Cooper, Laura Kennedy, Greg Orlando, Peter Patron, Barbara
Pezzengrilli, Tim Pouch, Annie Rech, Nan Smith, Chris Steffins,
Damon Urban, and Lisa and Peter Yuschak—and to our trustees Brian
De Forest, Kevin Mahoney, Eileen Montanez, and Sam Turvey.  They
endured some mighty dirty weather!
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The Noble Maritime Collection is supported, in part, by public
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: March 19, April 16, May 21, and June 18
Led by the Folk Music
Society of New York,
Sea Shanty Sessions are
dedicated to the memory
of William Main Doer-
flinger (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: April 6, May 4, June 1, and July 6
Originally dedicated to providing hats and scarves to mariners,
members are also making things like baby blankets for a hospital
pediatric unit and hats, scarves, and mittens for needy children. The
museum provides the wool—and CloseKnitters are happy to teach
their craft.  Free, donations appreciated.

Harbortown Concert featuring Hughie Jones
Sunday, April 23, 2 PM
Harbortown will launch its new CD, “Songs of the Snug Harbor
Sailors,” at a free concert.  Bob Wright, Bob Conroy, Jan Christensen,
and Frank Woerner will perform some of the old, traditional refrains
that the Snugs loved and sang from the new recording.  Joining them
is Hughie Jones, an unsurpassed singer of maritime songs and a
formidable writer. His group The Spinners produced many popular
albums and BBC television specials.  Should be a foot-stomping, lively
affair!  Free, donations appreciated.

Access History
A lively lecture about online access to Sailors’ Snug Harbor history
Sunday, April 30, 2 PM
Join us for a free slide show and panel discussion about Sailors’ Snug
Harbor introducing the Luce Library’s new website of Snug records.
Museum staff will take you through an illustrated history of the
famous old retirement home, and library staff will show you the
website and how to access it.  Free, donations appreciated.

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

A new exhibition of plein air drawings by John A. Noble

Hearkening back to Noble’s early years exploring New York
Harbor in his rowboat, the museum is exhibiting 23 drawings in

its new exhibition, My Studio: A selection of plein air drawings by John
A. Noble, 1930-1950.

The drawings are Noble’s first, fresh takes on the Harbor landscape.
They show his unedited response to the world and the growth of his
mastery in charcoal and pencil.  He did hundreds of drawings in this
fertile period, on the spot, in all kinds of weather.  He rarely parted
with one of them and kept them as his personal resource file.

My Studio takes the viewer to Port Johnston, the boneyard of
abandoned vessels on the Kill Van Kull where Noble set up a studio in
1939.  He first saw Port Johnston at age 15 from the Anna Sophia on

An abandoned “coal pocket” Noble discovered while exploring the upper reaches of
Newton Creek. (Pencil on paper, 10” x 14”, c. 1935)

My Studio

Our progress in studying Sailors’ Snug Harbor 

When I started working in Building D in 1992, I was struck by
how often people came to the door—banged on it forcefully

because we had no bell—and were eager to talk about their
relationship with Sailors’ Snug Harbor. Stories that intrigued me,
ignorant as I was, included one from a friend who as a girl played in the
hayloft of the Snug Harbor barn and witnessed the birth of a calf there,
and that of another friend who carried a tin half-gallon can of beer
for lunch to his uncle, who worked at the site.  Little by little I began
to comprehend the enormity and complexity of the famous home,
and how important it is that it be studied.  

By their eerie presence, the Snugs, who have left traces of pipe smoke
in the halls from time to time, seemed to be urging us to do that, as
did Noble and Peter Stanford, who charged us with bringing “the
spirit of the sailors back.” (It still lingered…) We restored a residents’
dormitory, collected thousands of artifacts and documents, and the
Trustees of Sailors’ Snug Harbor placed their rich collection at the
museum so that we could tell with fullness and accuracy the story of
the retirement home. It was a pioneer in providing access to the
disabled and a ground-breaking example of an assisted-living facility.

We designed our oral history project, Haunting Building D, and
prepared a questionnaire for people to use when recalling their
memories of the home.  If you would do that yourself, we would be
grateful because these accounts tell us as much or more as an artifact
would.  The questionnaire is on our website, or you can call or email
us, and we will send you a paper copy.

You can also access the recently unveiled digital collection, a product
of the labors of our wonderful partners at the Stephen B. Luce Library
at SUNY Maritime College, which houses Sailors’ Snug Harbor
documents, overseen by its director, Kristin Hart. The digital
collection, funded by the Metropolitan New York Library Council
(METRO) and hosted on DCMNY.org, includes approximately

Access History
Two resident sailors relax on a bench, likely on Chapel Road, circa 1915.         PHOTO: LOC

his first schooner trip in 1928, and he was astonished by what it
symbolized.  The sailing ships that lined the pier represented the
waning days of the Age of Sail.  It was a sight, he said, which “affected
me for life.”

After returning from the trip, he went to the boneyard and befriended
and cared for its watchman, Tillison Gorton.  After Tillison died, he
took over his job and set up a studio in Tillison’s cabin, the teak saloon
of a European yacht.  In the 1940s the pier began to collapse, and to
save his studio, he built a barge to float it on out of the wings of an
abandoned Bethlehem Steel dry dock, “each one painfully loose,” he
said.  He later commented that he did not think there was anyplace else
where he could draw. 

My Studio includes examples of the fruits of those rowboat
explorations, like drawings of two floating grain elevators operated by
International Elevating Company, the three rail bridges at the mouth
of the Hackensack River, and an abandoned coal pocket in the upper
reaches of Newton Creek.

The drawings are part of a major gift from the Noble Family
Collection. They have donated over 600 drawings and Noble’s
lithographs, paintings, writings, and his 6,000 photographs that
chronicle New York Harbor in the last century. The book John A.
Noble: The Rowboat Drawings includes drawings in the exhibition and
is on sale in the museum shop and online at our website bookstore.

1,500 photographs and 1,500 registry pages of mariners who came to
Snug Harbor between 1860 and 1930. The registry record provides an
overview of the resident’s career, health, and activities at the Harbor.  

This step forward opens up new avenues for scholarly research and
genealogical inquiries. On April 30 we will present a panel discussion
in collaboration with the Luce Library staff that will include an
overview of the Harbor in its heyday and the Library’s website and its
access.

—Erin Urban

Noble was struck by the appearance of the Statue of Liberty from the back.  In this study
he sketched and made notes about it and the surrounding landscape from the perspective
of the old Lehigh Railroad docks at Black Tom, NJ. (Pencil on paper, 9” x 12”)

Noble drew a visitor in his studio and placed his mother’s brass tea kettle on the stove at
right.  (Pencil on paper, 9 ½” x 14 1/8”, c. 1940)
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New book illuminates colorful New York lighthouse history
A review by Michael J. Fressola, art critic and guest contributor 
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book published by the Noble

Maritime Collection, is a history of the
133-year old lighthouse (just off the
Island’s North Shore), an exhibit
catalogue, and an illustrated progress
report.
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was pretty careworn by 2011 when the
museum signed the deed. Nineteen
months later, a 32-foot seawater
surge—Superstorm Sandy—slammed
the place, wreaking havoc.  

Fortunately, the damage was reparable.
Other harbor beacons didn’t weather
the onslaught. Old Orchard was
obliterated. Romer Shoal Light was
severely compromised.

Today Robbins Reef is a work in progress. Every few weeks, a volunteer
work detail sails out to paint, scrape walls, clean, and make repairs.
Restored windows have been installed. When all is shipshape again,
tours and educational programs will be launched there.  

The place has history. Arguably, no lighthouse in the area has quite
such a compelling backstory.  Researched by the Collection’s founding
director Erin Urban and curator Megan Beck, the story centers on
the indefatigable Kate Walker (1848-1931), the keeper who made
her home in the light for 33 years and raised her family there
singlehandedly. 

While photographs depict a tiny, 4’10” woman in ladylike Victorian
attire, hers was hardly a genteel life.  Before electrification, oil lamps
provided the guiding light and they required refilling every few hours.
An uninterrupted night’s sleep? All but impossible.

Walker, widowed at 42, inherited the job from her husband. She made
her own repairs, braved all kinds of weather, and rescued 50
shipwrecked people during her tenure.  And guess who rowed the kids
back and forth to Staten Island to school.

Still her lighthouse home had all the comforts of the day, including a
phonograph (she liked Caruso). She entertained friends and family
there.

Within the harborscape, Robbins Reef occupies prime real estate.
Situated picturesquely at the mouth of the Kill van Kull, one of the
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The cover of Perspective: Robbins
Reef features the painting The
Barbican of the Kill van Kull by
Pamela Talese.

Perspective: Robbins Reef includes a history of the lighthouse and its most famous keeper,
Kate Walker and her family.  It is also a catalogue for the exhibition Robbins Reef
Lighthouse: A Home in the Harbor, and features color reproductions of all the art in the
show, including Kathy Krantz Fieramosca’s oil on linen, Homage to Kate Walker.

My Studio A selection of plein airdrawings
by John A. Noble, 1930-1950
on view in the Noble Maritime Library

world’s busiest shipping lanes, it figured in prints and paintings
produced by marine artists.

As a catalogue, Perspective documents the exhibit Robbins Reef
Lighthouse: A Home in the Harbor (through 2017). Original
furnishings recreate the round-roomed Walker household.  What fun
to be a child in such a setting.

As a fine-art showcase, the book includes historic depictions like
Sunset, New York Bay, painted by the gifted Hudson River School
romantic Edward Moran (1829-1901). Moran presented the
lighthouse gloriously backlit in a golden sunset.  With more realistic
intentions, Noble drew the place quickly and fluidly at eye level, while
rowing himself around the harbor.

New works of art, commissioned by the museum and exhibited during
the run of A Home in the Harbor, amplify the viewer’s sense of
Robbins Reef and deepen the acquaintance with Kate Walker. 
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John Stobart, R.A., and William Behnken, N.A., Michael Falco, Kathy
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museum or through its website bookstore. 
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Noble Crew under the supervision of craftsman Roger Sherry, we
ground down and painted the exterior casements, removed the paint
from the interior casements, and removed the windows.  Sherry then
brought them to his studio in Virginia to restore them.  As expected,
the window frames and the old-growth heart-pine interior casements
and sills had withstood salt air since 1883.  Most of the glass is intact,
and some panes have a faint pattern of light-blue pitting.  The copper
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amplified by the walls and ceilings, which we scraped and painted
white.  Kate said she had to keep the place “bright with paint,” and we
will too.  We also removed the interior doors and stripped them.  (Try
doing that in a place with no running water).  Under the many layers
of paint dating back to Kate’s time we found heart pine and oak.  

We are so grateful to Crew members Gerry Barton, Andrew Blancero,
Cooper, Laura Kennedy, Greg Orlando, Peter Patron, Barbara
Pezzengrilli, Tim Pouch, Annie Rech, Nan Smith, Chris Steffins,
Damon Urban, and Lisa and Peter Yuschak—and to our trustees Brian
De Forest, Kevin Mahoney, Eileen Montanez, and Sam Turvey.  They
endured some mighty dirty weather!


	1 and 2.pdf
	3 and 4.pdf



