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In October 1976 while working for
the National Maritime Historical

Society, Bob Murphy, a good friend of
the museum, invited Noble to be in an
exhibition at the National Boat Show.
Noble demurred.  “The work of these
sailboat and historical buffs probably
has its place, but I really hate like the
devil to be confused
with them,” he wrote.

“I draw only contemporary things—things I have
seen and which I may have the background to
interpret.  Remember I am the boy in the rowboat
with two oars and one pencil.”  

Shortly thereafter, disappointed that Noble would
not participate in the Boat Show, Stobart, who was
part of it, wrote to him, “I’ve always thought a great
deal of your work and would have been glad to have
the honour of meeting you.  I gather you have some
pretty severe criticism of the full-sail, clipper-ship
types—in which case I guess I admire you for taking a
stand.”  He invited him to put work in the gallery in
Georgetown he was opening with his friend Malcolm
Henderson—“an extremely attractive place on the
old canal (Chesapeake & Ohio).”

Again Noble demurred.  “May I confess to you in all
humility that exhibiting in a maritime gallery is a
thing I have a slight fear of.  Believe it or not—I have
only tried to do contemporary scenes that meant a
great deal to me as best I could on a lithographic stone.  (Though in my
case ‘contemporary’ goes back a bit, and I did know upward of 175
sailing vessels.)  But in the last few years yachtsmen, historians, semi-
historians, and sail buffs have begun to plague me with questions…that
sort of put a layer of dry dust over my endeavors.  Most of my time has
been devoted to attempting a decent  composition, not to record
history.... The fancy Sealand calendar listed me as dead, and I have been
taken for something out of the Civil War period.”

Back came a scrawled letter from Stobart in February. He enclosed a
catalog of Henderson’s etchings and a catalog of his own limited
edition prints—“I tremendously admire the originality and power of
your things which will prove, I know, to be a finer document than any
others being done today.”  He asked Noble if he “could spare a copy or
two of your lithographs.  We’d be honored to have them.” 

On March 3 Noble responded, confessing, “It came as a deserved shock
to me last week when for the first time I saw the truly magnificent
quality of your work in South Street.”  He admired Henderson’s

Stobart at Noble

Artist John Stobart in his youth.
PHOTO: Kensington-Stobart Gallery

catalog—“Opening it up was like coming home to old friends,” and
readily agreed to send “anything I have—for with such company…I
would hang in a junk shop or a dark dripping cellar.” 

The friendship that began then eventually engendered the new
exhibition Stobart at Noble.  The renowned maritime painter has been
a generous Trustee of the museum for 17 years.  In 2003 he staged a
retrospective of his work here, and today his paintings and small pencil
drawings grace our library.  Noble would have been enraptured.

—Erin Urban

Hailed as “the premier maritime artist of our time” by the
New York Times, John Stobart is the master painter whose

panoramic compositions recall the history of the maritime
industry. Born in Leicester, England, he studied at Royal Academy
Schools and upon graduation, embarked on a voyage to South
Africa where he began a lifetime process of gathering material for
his work in ports throughout the world.  In 1965 he moved with
his family to the United States, where he founded MHP
Enterprises Inc. which includes Maritime Heritage Prints,
Kensington Gallery, and the Kensington Stobart Gallery. He
created the Stobart Foundation in 1989 to award scholarships to
students who excel in outdoor, on-site painting in oil.  Today at
88, while still painting historic ports, he continues his practice of
painting outdoors.  

The exhibition Stobart at Noble is on view now through
December 30, 2018.

John Stobart, Unloading Oil Casks, Merrill’s Wharf, New Bedford, Oil on canvas,
24  ½" x 36", 1969.  PHOTO: Kensington-Stobart Gallery

Sea Shanty Sessions
Every third Sunday of the month, 2–5 PM
Upcoming dates: May 20, June 17, and July 15
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: June 7, July 5, and August 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.

Ongoing Programs

Stobart
atNoble

On view now through December 30, 2018 

New Education Program
Jobs on the Waterfront
Ever meet a kid who wanted to
pilot a tug?  Or rig a mast?  Or
swing the bucket on a huge crane?
The museum studies the maritime
industry on Staten Island in its
education programs and has good
relations with industries through our Trustees, so we decided to
provide an up-close look at working on the waterfront to kids.  They
will learn the skills necessary for marine careers and meet some of the
players who will come to the museum to speak to the students about
their work.  In turn students will visit the sites of some of the marine
businesses, like the Atlantic Salt Terminal on Richmond Terrace.
The program will open students’ eyes to the waterfront that surrounds
Staten Island and inform them of job opportunities that use the areas
of study that intrigue them, like math, science, and technology. 

If you know of students who would be interested, let their parents
and teachers know. This new program will be available through
school bookings only beginning in the fall. Interested teachers of
all grade levels should email Program Director Dawn Daniels at
dawndaniels@noblemaritime.org.  
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A Coast Guardsman’s recollections of life at Robbins Reef

Iwas very excited when I received a surprise email from Norman
Pulliam, a former Coast Guardsman who volunteered for duty at

Robbins Reef Lighthouse in 1964 and was one of the last keepers of
the light before it was automated.  He had pictures of the interior and
exterior from his time there and wondered if I would be interested.  Of
course I was!  We have pieced together a history of Kate Walker’s time
as keeper at Robbins Reef and a timeline of events since the Coast
Guard took over in 1939.  Pulliam’s photographs and stories describe
the last chapter in the narrative of the years when Robbins Reef had
keepers.

Norman Pulliam enlisted in the
Coast Guard at the age of 18 and
was stationed at Coast Guard
Group New York. Hailing from
California, he had never been to
New York City before. “I got off
[the subway] at Battery Park ... all
of New York harbor right in front
of me.  I could see Ellis Island and
the Statue of Liberty, which I had
only seen on television during the
Fourth of July and New Year’s Eve
firework celebrations. There was
another little speck sitting way out
in the harbor.  I would get to know
that little speck very well.”  Just a
few months into his service—and
after weeks on mess hall duty—he
received word that his superiors
were looking for a volunteer
seaman for lighthouse duty, and he
signed up quickly.

On July 27, 1964, Pulliam arrived
at Robbins Reef and was greeted by
a member of the crew, who sailed out on a skiff to meet his boat.  The
water around the lighthouse is shallow at low tide, and “we did
not have any kind of boat dock or platform; the ladder was the only
access up to the lighthouse. We relied heavily on our 16-foot skiff for
our basic survival needs. It hauled our groceries, propane bottles, and
crewmembers going to or coming back from liberty.”

The Coast Guard made many changes to the lighthouse in the 1940s
and 50s. When they kept the light, the promenade was partially
enclosed with a porch and had a bathroom with a toilet, shower, sinks,
and a washing machine.  The Guard added electricity, and the crew
enjoyed modern conveniences like a television and, for the first time,
running water, courtesy of a potable water tank and a hot water heater.
“A couple of our crewmembers thought we should be receiving
‘isolated duty’ pay for working on Robbins Reef Lighthouse.  For me it
was peaceful and laidback.  We were never awakened by the sound of
reveille, but you could always count on the sound of a fresh pot of

“Another little speck out in the Harbor”
coffee percolating on the stove in the kitchen.  You might even wake
up to the smell of bacon cooking on the stove and drifting up the
stairwell.”

That’s not to say the work wasn’t difficult and tiring.  There were four
crewmembers—three were at the lighthouse at all times, and one was
always awake.  They would work for six days and then have three days
of liberty.  The day was divided up into three watches, each eight hours
long.  From 8 AM to 4 PM, “we did general housekeeping work such
as cleaning the bathroom, stove, shower, defrosting the refrigerator.  I
was a Seaman and the only one responsible for cleaning and polishing

the brass on the 4th order Fresnel
lens atop the light.  I could spend an
entire day polishing the brass and
cleaning the lens and the windows
inside and out.”  From 4 PM to 12
AM the crew had “free time to do
basically anything we wanted to do.
We could watch TV, read, write a
letter, put a fishing line in the
water, or maybe go up and take a
nap before dinner.”  The last watch
was from 12 AM until 8 AM.
“This was a long and monotonous
watch, but all of us took turns.
This watch cleaned the kitchen area
and mopped, waxed, and buffed the
kitchen floor.”

Pulliam vividly remembers the day
he and his fellow crewmembers
were informed that plans to
automate the lighthouse were
underway. “One day early in
October 1964 we were instructed
to pick up personnel the following
morning. [The gentleman who
arrived] was not a ‘Coastie.’ We

offered him a cup of coffee and he said he was preparing to make the
lighthouse automated and, when completed, no one would need to live
on the lighthouse any longer. This came as a complete shock to us.
It would mark the end of a long era.  It looked like I would be one of
the last few ‘Coasties’ to serve on Robbins Reef Lighthouse.”  The light
was fully automated in 1966 using electricity for power.  Today it is
powered by solar energy.

In March of 1965, Pulliam received his orders; his lighthouse duty was
complete.  Though he went on to serve several more years with the
Coast Guard, he remembers his time at Robbins Reef as “Paradise
Island.”  All these years later, we are so happy that he found us and
shared his engaging story.

—Megan Beck

John Noble’s money came from his art.  He did art because it
compelled him from within, and he sold it “to make a living.” 

“Sue and I burnt our bridges,” he said, looking back at the time after
sailing on the Annie C. Ross and doing salvage with William Van
Frank, he decided to pursue a career solely as an artist.  “Burning your
bridges means if you can’t play Carnegie Hall, you’re going to play the
local saloon.  That’s what I mean.  Stay.  Stick it.  We burnt our bridges.
We stuck it.”  The process of developing a work of art, from drawing
to painting to print, came naturally to Noble, and, for he and Susan, it
coincided with their need to support themselves.  

The first step was inspiration.  Struck by a scene, like the Getty refinery
glittering at night, he’d do a drawing—and if it worked, then a finished
piece in pencil, charcoal, or both.  If a suitable composition emerged,
with it came the idea of following up with a lithograph.  

Having grown up in “a rich Bohemia,” Noble was keenly aware that he
would need a wealthy patron to survive as an artist, as his father had.
Fine art was available only to a small group of wealthy connoisseurs in
those days, and the fine artist was isolated from larger audiences.  But
as lithography emerged as a legitimate fine art form in this country
after World War II, he realized his prints could bring his ideas to the
people whose work was their subject.  

“A print has power just like something you write on a piece of
paper has power,” he said.  “I can send a piece of paper to Melbourne,
Australia for just a few cents. I can make social comments.” He
reveled in expressing his ideas through what he called “the most
democratic and yet the most aristocratic” of mediums.  Though it cost
money to produce, a print would sell readily and enlarge his influence
as it expanded his audience.  

He had personal, aesthetic reasons for making lithographs.  He was an
accomplished draftsman, sensitive to the nuances of black and white.
He accumulated over 600 plein air drawings over the years and though
many are exquisite, unique, and historically valuable, he was often
reluctant to sell them.  They were his point of reference, and they
inspired him.  Unlike these spontaneous works, he “fussed over” the
carefully constructed, formal drawings he did in preparation for
drawing on a stone.  

As a young man, before he took up lithography, Noble painted.  His
early works done out of doors show the influence of the command of
color that made his father’s work so distinctive.  Late in life he
returned to painting more regularly.  His large, unfinished Watchman
of the Dead painting was on the easel in his studio at 270 Richmond
Terrace when he died.

As his reputation grew, Noble attracted patrons who commissioned
them, and sometimes even suggested them to him.  If someone liked a
particular print, they might ask if he would “make it into a painting.”
In the case of Dying in the English Kills, from the Mast and Man series,
when his pal and partner in crime, Jim O’Malley, an Irish customs
officer with a flair for poetry and drama, asked him to do a painting of
the print, Noble agreed. O’Malley stopped by as the work was in
progress and suggested he “stop right there.”  O’Malley contended that

The drawing, the painting, and the print

The Drawing
Ghost of a Bygone Ferry
Charcoal on paper,
21 ¾" x 29 ¼", 1972 
Collection of the museum
Gift of the Noble Family

Coast Guardsman Norman Pulliam in
the kitchen, Christmas 1964.

the rigging would obscure the background and told Noble to forego it.
The figure in the lithograph is repairing the rat lines at the top of the
rigging of a schooner, but in the painting he is floating in space.  Thus
Dying in the English Kills (without rigging) came into being.  It still
provokes inane comments, like “is he dying because he is falling off the
mast?”  Such questions must have put grins on the faces of the two
conspirators.

—Erin Urban

The Print
Ghost of a Bygone Ferry
A Downtown Trilogy #1
Lithograph, Ed. 225,
13 ⅞" x 18", 1973
Collection of the museum
Gift of the Noble Family

The Painting
Ghost of a Bygone Ferry
Oil on canvas,
26 ½" x 34 ¾", 1976
Collection of the Marjorie
E. West Trust

The promenade as it appeared when
Pulliam arrived in the summer of 1964.

The first floor kitchen was the only
common living area and had a television.

The bathroom which was located on the
promenade, had a washing machine. 

View a timeline of the lighthouse’s history in the exhibition
Robbins Reef Lighthouse: A Home in the Harbor
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just listen.  Free, donations appreciated.

CloseKnit
Every first Thursday of the month, 2–4 PM
Upcoming dates: June 7, July 5, and August 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.

Ongoing Programs

Stobart
atNoble

On view now through December 30, 2018 

New Education Program
Jobs on the Waterfront
Ever meet a kid who wanted to
pilot a tug?  Or rig a mast?  Or
swing the bucket on a huge crane?
The museum studies the maritime
industry on Staten Island in its
education programs and has good
relations with industries through our Trustees, so we decided to
provide an up-close look at working on the waterfront to kids.  They
will learn the skills necessary for marine careers and meet some of the
players who will come to the museum to speak to the students about
their work.  In turn students will visit the sites of some of the marine
businesses, like the Atlantic Salt Terminal on Richmond Terrace.
The program will open students’ eyes to the waterfront that surrounds
Staten Island and inform them of job opportunities that use the areas
of study that intrigue them, like math, science, and technology. 

If you know of students who would be interested, let their parents
and teachers know. This new program will be available through
school bookings only beginning in the fall. Interested teachers of
all grade levels should email Program Director Dawn Daniels at
dawndaniels@noblemaritime.org.  
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