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ferred to Cana Island in Door County, 
where ships would take refuge before 
heading farther north through Death’s 
Door passage. 

Later in his career, Charlie served in 
Milwaukee. Four keepers rotated in 48-
hour shifts between three lighthouses—
North Point, Pierhead and Breakwater.

In her journal, Mom wrote: “During a 
terrible ice storm, I saw my father hanging 
over 100 feet in the air outside the lantern 
room window. He’d tied a rope around his 
waist and secured it to the outside rail of 
the lighthouse so he could scrape ice from 
the windows. Dad was worried about the 
boats weathering this storm, as he knew 
they needed his light to navigate.”

On Oct. 22, 1929, Charlie watched the
SS Milwaukee through his binoculars from 
the lantern room. The 388-foot railcar ferry 
had left Milwaukee in a heavy gale for 
the return trip to Grand Haven, Michigan. 
With 52 crew members aboard, the ship 
headed into a violent storm. 

By Therese Woelfel, Green Bay, Wisconsin

AS THE DAUGHTER of a Great Lakes 
lighthouse keeper in Wisconsin during the 
early 1900s, my mother, Vivian, witnessed 
her father’s dedication to keeping people 
�V�D�I�H���� �7�K�D�W�� �V�D�P�H�� �V�H�O�À���H�V�V�Q�H�V�V�� �E�H�F�D�P�H�� �W�K�H��
foundation of who she was.

Charles “Charlie” Linsmeier under-
stood the importance of the lights, foghorn 
and radio beacons. 

As a young man, he was aboard a tug-
boat on Lake Erie during the deadliest 
maritime disaster in Great Lakes history. 
Freezing rain pelted the crews as 35-foot 
waves came crashing over them.

Dozens of ships were demolished and
an estimated 250 lives were lost in the 
“White Hurricane” of 1913. Four men, in-
cluding Charlie, were huddled together on 
his ship when the storm ended. They were 
covered in ice, almost frozen, but alive. 

Throughout my life, Mom told stories 
like this about her father’s adventures. I 

discovered more in her journals years after 
she passed in 2013.

She was proud of her father, who died 2 
months before I was born. 

As his life unfolded when I read her 
journals, I began to understand why…and 
how Mom, who welcomed foster children 
and migrant workers into our home among 
other generous acts, emulated the values of 
a lighthouse keeper as she navigated her 
own life and raised eight kids. 

Standing Watch
Charlie joined the U.S. Lighthouse 

Service in 1920 and was stationed on the 
�L�V�R�O�D�W�H�G���1�R�U�W�K���0�D�Q�L�W�R�X���,�V�O�D�Q�G���R
u�����W�K�H���F�R�D�V�W��
of mainland Michigan. 

When he wasn’t on watch or main-
taining the light, he made boat trips for 
mail and provisions, whitewashed the oil 
house, and painted the lantern room, tower 
and barn. The keepers and their families 
raised chickens, planted crops, picked 
blackberries and hunted fox.

After 2 years at Manitou, he was trans-

Keepers of the Light
Shaped by life lessons learned in distinctive homes, 

this mom of eight becomes her family’s guiding beacon.

The SS Milwaukee was unable to signal 
for help, as it had no radio transmitter. 
Sadly, there were no survivors. While this 
voyage ended disastrously, many ships, 
large and small, had safe journeys because 
of the dedicated people guiding their way.

Family Heartbreak
In 1934, Charlie was transferred to the 

Harbor Light Station in Sheboygan. The
following October, his wife, Esther, went
for a walk on the pier late at night. Trag-
ically, a boat mast swung in the wind, 
knocking her into the river, where she 
drowned. 

My mom, who was 9 at the time, and 
her younger brother, Chuck, woke to the 
sound of emergency sirens. 

She wrote in her journal: “While it 
wouldn’t have been uncommon for a father 
to send his children to live with relatives, 
my father chose to keep our family together. 
I admired him for this and thought he was 
the kindest person I’d ever known. Despite 
our intense sadness, he guided us through 

this tragedy. He spent many evenings 
teaching us about stars and constellations. 
As a sailor, he understood the importance 
of the North Star to guide the way. As 
our father, he knew the heavens would 
temporarily put our sadness on hold as our 
�P�L�Q�G�V���D�Q�G���V�R�X�O�V���¿���O�O�H�G���Z�L�W�K���Z�R�Q�G�H�U���´

Each night, the lighthouse keepers and
their families gathered together in their
quarters. The men kept everyone spell-
bound with stories of their sailing and 
lighthouse days.

In 1941, Charlie was assigned to Raw-
ley Point Lighthouse near Two Rivers. 
Some of his shipmates had become cap-
tains, mates or chief engineers, and he 
knew which boat each of them sailed.

 Often, as a car ferry or freighter passed, 
he’d give them a “highball” as he raised 
�D�Q�G���O�R�Z�H�U�H�G���W�K�H���À���D�J���L�Q���V�D�O�X�W�H�����7�K�H�Q�����K�H�¶�G��

�V�H�H���D���S�X
u�����R�I���V�W�H�D�P���D�Q�G���K�H�D�U���W�K�H���V�R�X�Q�G���R�I��
their horn in answer.

Mom wrote: “Keeping the lantern room 
clean and painting the tower were of prime 
�L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�F�H�����:�K�H�Q���P�\���G�D�G���E�H�F�D�P�H���R
v�����F�H�U��
in charge, and even later in his early 60s, 
he reserved for himself the most dangerous 
job of painting the lantern room roof.”

It was from experiences such as these, 
assuming responsibilities at a young age 
and overcoming trauma, that my resilient 
mom learned life lessons of honesty, in-
tegrity, duty and service to others. In turn, 
she was a steady beacon of light and hope 
for us all. 

WINDSWEPT REEFS near Cana Island were
the reason this lighthouse was built in 1869.
Charlie Linsmeier (right) served there in 1922.
His other postings included North Point Light
in Milwaukee (above) and Harbor Light Sta-
tion in Sheboygan (with red pierhead bea-
con, top right). Daughter Vivian, seen at 19, 
lived onsite in Milwaukee and Sheboygan. 

Our Guiding Light: Wisdom from the Lighthouse 
Keeper’s Daughter by Therese Woelfel is avail-
able on Amazon. For information or signed 
copies, write info@ourguidinglight.com.

P
ho

to
 C

re
di

t

U.S. Lighthouse Society; inset: Ken and Barb Wardius
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