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A Saving Grace 

by Alastair Gordon

"Times and generations roll on, in their confused Gulf-current; and buildings, 
like builders, have their own destiny." (Thomas Carlyle)

With so many hundreds of ship-wrecks along Long Island's shoreline, the 
Coast Guard's buildings were meant to save lives and guard our shores. Even 
now, the ones still standing look as if they would have preferred to keep their 
old job: keeping watch. "Semper Paratus" ("Always Prepared," the Coast
Guard's motto) the buildings were designed to be durable, stalwart, sturdy, 
no-nonsense -- to withstand savage winter storms and tropical hurricanes. They 
were, indeed, an architecture of preparedness --as much landmarks in Long 
Island's landscape as windmills, potato barns, and the more recent style of 
aggressive beach house design.

They were the outposts of the United States Life Saving Service, which, in 
1915, became the United States Coast Guard Service. The winter of 1847 saw 300 
or more shipwrecks along the beaches of Long Island and New Jersey, so Congress 
enacted a measure to build life-saving stations up and down the coast where 
most needed. Each station was equipped with surf boats, rockets (for shooting 
out lines), and other equipment for aiding ships in distress, and was manned by 
a trained team of surfmen.

Fortified Against Elements

The design of most of the Coast Guard buildings is in fact a testimony to 
their very reach and heightened sense of vulnerability -- unlike today's beach 
outposts, when every season sees an ever more brazen architectural nose- 
thumbing at the open Atlantic. Yes, these lonely old sentinels knew better -- 
perched at the nether end of a continent, clean and smooth as a weathered bone, 
sun-bleached, spray-washed. Now they all have been sold, moved, remodeled, 
demolished, or burned.

Some have been turned into something else. The old Life Saving Station in 
Southampton --an interesting L-shaped affair -- was remodeled into a summer 
house, as was one of the main buildings at the old Georgica Station in East 
Hampton. Part of the Montauk Lighthouse complex is now a museum, as is the old 
Naval Barracks in Amagansett. A proposal to restore and convert the old Cedar 
Point Lighthouse building into a visitors' center also has been recently 
announced.

For me at least, the buildings seemed to burst at the eaves with nostalgia; 
even the recycled ones seem haunted by a sort of "outpost" melancholia: long,
lonely days, wind-swept dunes, endless watches, and shipwreck bells ringing in 
the middle of a stormy night.
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Post-War Nostalgia

I remember as a young boy playing in and around the old abandoned Coast 
Guard buildings in Amagansett south of Bluff Road, reenacting with a friend the 
1942 landing of the four Nazi spies. They came ashore right there, just to the 
east of Atlantic Avenue, right in my own backyard. What a playground! I read 
about it in my large-print boy's edition of "The FBI Story" with plenty of 
pictures: There were the four ugly mug shots of the saboteurs; there were
their sinister-looking detonation devices; and there was the milk-and-corn­
flakes face of the young Coast Guard patrol. Seaman Second Class John C.
Cullen, who bumped into them on that foggy night of June 13.

We snuck inside some of the buildings, and it was as if everyone had just 
walked away from their jobs the day the War ended. All kinds of equipment had 
been abandoned -- desks were still cluttered with unopened mail and war 
propaganda posters still were pinned to the walls. (I especially recall a 
wonderful long roll of carbon paper.)

And what was that most poignant and memorable smell that wafted into our 
faces deep and sweet as we crawled in through a broken window on our hands and 
knees? Was it Vigilance? Encapsulated for all those post-War year like a 
bottled scent? Or was it just a blend of damp wood, old paint, rotting canvas, 
and salt? The walls were saturated with sea salt, blown with hurricane force 
into every chink and crevice, encrusted behind shutters and shingles.

Like The Big Duck

The old Amagansett Life Saving Station originally sat to the west of 
Atlantic Avenue like a bird perched with its tail turned toward the sea and the 
wind, sort of a cuboid version of the Big Duck, with the elegant watchtower 
being the neck and head while its south-facing porch was the tail feathers.
This must have been one of the Coast Guard's standard building patterns, 
because I have seen pictures of the exact same building on a beach somewhere in 
South Carolina.

With its steeply sloping gable roof, its deck and taut skin of cedar 
shingles, its wheel-house style tower, the design looked aerodynamically suited 
to face the worst that nature could hurl. Large barn-like doors could be swung 
open to unleash the life-saving surf boats from their stables.

Built in 1907, the two-and-a-half story shingled structure was part of an 
entire complex of Coast Guard and Naval installations that were built in the 
Bluff Road-Atlantic Avenue vicinity. There were garage buildings, tool sheds, 
a wireless plant. Naval Radio Compass Station, a power house. Naval Barracks 
(now the Marine Museum), and the Low-Frequency Direction-Finding Station, which 
stood on the dunes at the very end of Atlantic Avenue and was later converted 
into service as a snack-food concession stand.

A "Happening"

The main old Life Saving Station building was reconditioned in the 
Prohibition year of 1924 to help combat the East End rum runners. It became 
inactive in 1937, but was reopened five years later, 1942, for service in World
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War Two, just in time to greet the Nazi saboteurs. It was closed again in 1946 
and sat forlornly on its sandy ground, windows boarded shut and growing more 
and more dilapidated until the summer of 1966, when it was picked up and moved 
up the steep hill of Atlantic Avenue to a new site north of Bluff Road. The 
moving, which attracted a large crowd, was dubbed in this newspaper as "the 
latest and perhaps last in this summer's series of Happenings."

On its new site the building was then converted into residential use by 
Joel Carmichael.

The Amagansett Life Saving Station was preceded by a small station or 
"house" built in 1849 close to the same location west of Atlantic Avenue. 
Looking oddly like a Norwegian fishing shack, this low-lying shingled hull had 
only enough room to store a single lifeboat. It was not manned. A larger, 
two-story, manned station was opened in 1880 on the corner of Indian Wells 
Hollow Highway and Bluff Road. This "stick style" building was later moved to 
Amagansett's Main Street, where it became the LaCarrubba shoe store.

Moved to Montauk

A Coast Guard building that traveled even farther in its displacement was 
the main building from the old Napeague Coast Guard Search and Rescue Station. 
In 1954 the 15-room, 200-ton structure was lifted off its foundation overlook­
ing the ocean at Napeague, humped over the tracks of the Long Island Rail Road, 
and slid northward on soaped timbers toward Napeague Harbor, where a 130-foot 
barge waited to float it ten miles east out to Montauk Harbor and its new home 
on Star Island.

Because of the growing sport and commercial fishing trade in the waters off 
Montauk, there was more need for a new station there, so, being cheaper than 
building new, it was decided that the old, out-of-service Napeague station be 
transferred.

With its handsome watchtower rising up from the middle of its roof like the 
belvedere on an old Southern mansion, its Doric columned front portico, and its 
triple, arch-windowed dormers, this two-and-a-half-story building has to be one 
of the most elegant Coast Guard buildings on Long Island and could easily have 
been transformed into a luxurious summer estate. Fortunately it is still in 
use today, fulfilling its original function as a Coast Guard Rescue Station. A 
recent government-sponsored renovation program has restored some of its former 
glory.


