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PRESERVATION PLANNING AND ADAPTIVE USE

Introduction
The purpose of this section is to identify and provide suggestions for the use of the Light Station.
The Light Station has undergone a transformation from being a Coast Guard working station to
an historic site owned and administered by the Town of Swan’s Island.  As part of this planning
document, we interviewed members of the community to discover what was important about this
historic site to them and how they would like it to be used in the future.  Interviews included
members of the Burnt Coat Harbor Light Station Committee, the Town of Swan’s Island
Selectmen, members of the community including a teacher, librarian and historian, the local
Police and Fire Chief, and other members of the community who attended the community
meeting at the Library on August 24th 2006.

Light Station and Its Importance to the Community
The Burnt Coat Harbor Light Station is clearly a significant and historic landmark for the
community.  Moreover, it provides, and has done for many years, a safe entrance to the sheltered
Harbor beyond.  One of the most important uses for the Light Station is still a weather check for
local fishermen who drive out to the Point to check the weather, especially during the changing
of the seasons.  The Light Station is part of the Swan’s Island community’s history.  It represents
the culture and the life style and reminds the community of the important fishing and seamanship
tradition that has gone on for centuries on this Island.  There is a deep pride and emotional value
to this historic site, which is frequented by Island residents.  The Point is enjoyed by an array of
visitors including schooners, boaters and bicycle tours.

The architecture and the simple clean lines of the buildings against the uneven landscape
background are important icons and many of the tourists items sold on Swan’s Island include
images and pictures of the Burnt Coat Light Station.  The site is also seen in particular by the
Town, as a tourist attraction with a potential for revenue for those involved in history and
teaching. It is a way of vividly telling the stories to the young people of today and encouraging
them to remain on the Island by educating them about the history and the cultural value of this
landmark.

Current Uses for the Burnt Coat Light Station
Many people walk or bicycle to the Point whether to check weather, have a picnic, or to sit and
relax.  Since the Coast Guard left the Light Station in 1975 the Keeper’s Dwelling has remained
unoccupied and none of the buildings are open to the public.  Vandalism has been a problem and
most of the lower openings in the buildings are boarded up.

Future Uses for the Burnt Coat Light Station
Many members of the community indicated that a living history site would be very desirable to
animate the history of the Island, and in particular of the Keeper’s Dwelling, through re-
enactment by docents.  Oral histories, which have been taken from members of the families who
lived at the Light Station, can be used as a more traditional museum with exhibits, possibly from
other collections already on the Island, namely the Lobster Museum and the Maine Island history
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museum were also recommended.  In addition, on a revenue-making basis, suggestions for use of
the site for wedding photography, rental for receptions and functions and use of the space for
public meetings and other cultural events, such as concerts were suggested.  While it was
recognized that there are constraints on the number of visitors to the Island and problems with
traffic in particular bus tours, suggestions for providing some kind of dock in the future to allow
yachters and boaters to visit the Light Station should also be considered.  In addition, current
visitors should be asked to contribute, including biking vacation organizations that visit and
picnic twice a week during the summer months at the Point.  A Gift Shop was discussed, but
there was a sense that this should not compete with the existing gift shops on the Island.
Possible collaboration between the existing gift shops might be worked out to the mutual benefit
of the shops and the Light House restoration fund..

Establishing Priorities for the Light Station
As this site becomes a public site for the benefit of the entire community, many decisions need to
be made about its use and the cost and operation of the buildings.  We recommend strongly that
however this is done, it should be done in a phased manner, and below we have outlined a road
map on how this might be done slowly allowing for the growth of a non-profit organization that
would have sufficient funds to manage and operate the Light Station without incurring expense
to the local community.  This is a fine balance because public buildings cost money to operate
and to make safe for visitors, and if exhibits are to be included in the experience, which seems to
be one of the primary recommendations of the community, there is a cost for designing and
preparing the exhibits as well as maintaining supervision and management of the site.  Currently,
there are no staff and the volunteer community provides the support needed for both raising
funds through grants and providing interpretation and access to the site.  Below we have outlined
a possible phasing plan for making the site operational.  We recognize that there is a need to
provide something back to the community sooner rather than later to ensure that the enthusiasm
and interest remains.  However, we also recommend that small steps are taken to allow for
fiscally responsible management and operation of this site.  Below is a list by phase of
recommended adaptive use upgrades.  These focus primarily on the Keeper’s Dwelling but also
address the site landscape with a strategic plan for the landscape and the other smaller buildings
on the site.

Phased Adaptive Use Recommendations

Phase I:  The safety and free access to the public should be the focus of this first phase.  We,
therefore, recommend the following first steps to achieve this goal:

• Establish proper and safe parking according to the Strategic Landscape Plan
recommendations.

• Provide two to three parking spaces clearly marked at the Light Station.  One for
volunteer, one for barrier-free and one for a visitor, with a turn-around area for a vehicle.

• Design and install a new planked board entrance to a barrier-free door into the Keeper’s
Dwelling.

• Develop signage to describe clearly access and safety issues with a bulletin board for
event and public notices, including operation hours.
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• The interior of the Keeper’s Dwelling should be minimally repaired on the first floor to
make it safe and accessible.

• The exterior renovation and repairs, including the structural stabilization of the framing
and the restoration of the windows should be completed.

• A small sound system should be installed in the first floor rooms to broadcast oral history
recordings inside of the house.  For example, stories gathered about cooking and
preparation of foods would be emitted from ceiling mounted speakers in the old kitchen.
Unsafe areas would be closed off, including the basement and second floor.

• While the Phase I recommendations for the Keeper’s Dwelling would not provide a
museum space, they would allow the public to enter the building with little supervision.
For example, the dwelling could be locked at night and opened in the morning and would
immediately take advantage of the recent oral history research.  Opening hours during the
summer months could be on a regular schedule.

Phase I – Other Buildings:  There are a number of significant repair recommendations for the
other buildings provided in the first priority preservation recommendations and the only other
adaptive use recommendation in Phase I would be to introduce a self-composting toilet that
might be located in the Oil House if funds could be obtained to restore this small building.  This
would at least provide basic bathroom facilities, and while not barrier-free, it is a service that is
already much needed based on the existing visitor traffic to this site. See attachment A for
information on composting toilets.

Phase II:  The second recommended phase for the Keeper’s Dwelling would be to adapt the
second floor as a small caretaker apartment.  It is recommended that the apartment be in use May
through October (the non-freezing months). An example of a similar project can be seen at the
Seguin Island Light Station where every year a caretaker provides volunteer stewardship for the
Light Station.  This second phase would include the installation of an upstairs apartment with
composting toilet and a grey water distribution system.  Water supply initially could be brought
over land and above grade flexible rubber pipe that could then be disconnected in winter but
provide the water needs for the apartment and future upgrades. See attachment B for information
on grey water distribution systems and above ground water systems. Heating of the apartment
can be addressed through the use of small portable gas heaters. See attachment C for additional
information on gas heaters. Other repair and restoration work might include the introduction of
planking boards to provide safer and easier access.  The trails could be repaired and maintained
through the efforts of by both volunteers and future caretakers.

Phase III:  The adaptive use of the Keeper’s Dwelling would come first in the last phase with the
renovation of finishes and the introduction of exhibits on the first floor.  A new barrier-free
bathroom would be installed again with a composting toilet, and a small catering kitchen would
be included.  The three large rooms on the first floor could be used as exhibit or meeting spaces
and one might be restored to a period room depicting the 1930s lifestyle of a Light Keeper’s
family.  There is an opportunity to use three small closet/rooms as potential secure exhibit space.
These would have plexiglas covering the entrance allowing the exhibits to be viewed from
adjacent rooms.  In addition, there is an option for a small shop and docent desk.  With the
completion of the apartment and the hope that the establishment of a docent caretaker program
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would mean that there would be staff to maintain and monitor the first floor of the Keeper’s
Dwelling.  Tours could also be offered in the Light House.

Other Site Improvements
Access to the Bell House and the Oil House would be improved with new steps and planking.
Additional exterior signage could be provided to interpret the trails.

Phase IV:  The last phase would include maintenance of trails, restoration of the Bell House to its
1935 look using historic drawings, continued maintenance and upgrading of the entire site, the
installation of a small dock to allow boating direct water access, and a planked path from the
dock to the Light Keeper’s dwelling.






