Les & Arlene Meverden
Ludington, MI 49431
My Interview with Les and Arlene Meverden and their
daughter Janet was held on June 5, 2004. I first
learned about the Meverden family through an article
published in the Ludington Daily News on September
9, 1999 which also featured several photographs.
Les was born in Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin in 1936. He
spent part of his childhood living in four different
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lighthouses. These included Sturgeon Bay, Wisconsin.
Beaver Head on Beaver Island in Lake Michigan, Seul
Choix Point Light east of Gulliver, Michigan in the Upper Peninsula, and Big Sable Point Lighthouse in
Ludington, Michigan.
Les Meverden father, Homer Meverden, was the last civilian keeper to live in the Big Sable Point
Lighthouse. He was the first Assistant from February 1, 1950 through October 1, 1965 and served as the
keeper from October 1, 1965 to April 17, 1968.
Les remembers his first visit to a Lighthouse was Beaver Head Light when his
father, Homer, was stationed there in the early 1940’s. Homer Meverden had
been previously stationed at Gray’s Reef Lighthouse located 23 miles
southwest of the straits. Les and his family moved to Beaver Head, which
was a seasonal operation. Summers were spent at the Lighthouse and
winters were spent in the city for all children to attend school.
April 1946 we transferred from Beaver Island to Seul Choix point on a Fish
Tug, about a 30-mile trip. We shared the boat with 440 empty cases of
beer. The Fish Tug was making a
beer run to the Island to keep the
Shamrock Bar in business and had
room for the Meverden family to share the trip.

Homer and Gertrude Meverden
Estimated date: 1947
Seul Choix Lighthouse in
Gulliver, Michigan

One part of the trip was quite rough. The Fish Tug
was experiencing engine problems; the boat was open in the back,
so without stopping the engine the spark plugs were replaced one
by one. I lived at Seul Choix for about 3 or 4 years.
The Meverden family then moved to Big Sable Point Lighthouse
on February 1, 1950 and Les remained there about 6 years until
he married Arlene.
Les gave us several photos from his collection over the years.
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Foghorn, 1961
I asked Les what sort of activities he did as a child living in a lighthouse.
Well, we didn’t have a TV so life was filled with one adventure after another. You must remember that
there were always three families living in the lighthouse so we always had kids to play with.
Camping was a big thing for me. Before I was in the 9th grade, I would go camping for the weekend with
a friend. Our parents would load us up in a car and take us to Cooper creek by Manistee where I still
camp today. I never camped at the Ludington State Park. I do remember it was 50 cents a day to camp.
A day’s entertainment for us kids would be to walk from the Lighthouse back to Hamlin Lake. We would
sometimes include walking the trails to the narrows, and through the sand dunes. A long walk! We
would have fun in the tower by building model airplanes and then send them off the top of the tower.
Beaver Island was another story. I began ice-skating at a very young age. We would skate all over St.
James Bay, skate out around the point, follow behind the icebergs and go for miles. Someone would
always have a fire every night, kids and adults would gather around the fire on the ice. Since we had oil
heat, I was the designated one to bring some oil to start the fire.
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We were only allowed to walk on the ice of Lake MI just to the icebergs, but forbidden to climb the
iceberg because if we should fall there would be no way for us to get out. On Seul Choix Point Light it was
never a reality to be able to walk on the ice, it was always too windy.
We played lots of games, did a lot of skiing and ice-skating,
especially at Big Sable. When I was younger and living in Seul
Choix Point, a friend of mine, a keeper’s son who was a couple of
years older than I, was very adventurous and we did many
things together. We were boating with a motor on Lake
Michigan when I was 12 years old. You became more
responsible at a very young age.
My father did hunt deer, but was not a fisherman. I can
remember one winter on Beaver Island when the lighthouse was
closed for four months, my father build a fish shanty and during
WWII, lake perch was at a premium and my Mother and Dad
would spend a lot of time fishing and then sell them to local
markets for income. All of the lighthouses I lived in were
operated year-round except Beaver Island.

Les remembers
whenever they would
get northwest winds at Big Sable Point, water would break
over the sheet pilings, coat and freeze the whole west side of
the lighthouse and tower.
I asked Les to give me some examples of conveniences or
inconveniences while living at the lighthouse.
We had a very powerful hot water heating system so it was
always very comfortable living in the lighthouse. The road
was impassable many times but mostly due to blowing sand.
The traveling distance did not keep the lighthouse kids from
getting an education. A parent would take the children to the
bridge at the river outlet to catch the bus and often the
children would then walk back home to the lighthouse.
We spent lots of Holidays at the Lighthouse. After we were
Homer Meverden and Henry
all married and had children, my mother would invite us all
Vavrina
out for dinner. I can remember a statement my mother made, no more, we have 21 for this meal and it
is my last big dinner to fix.
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Every meal would always have a loaf of homemade
bread on the table. My brother and I would cut a loaf
in half, spread some butter on it and go outside and
eat the whole loaf at one time.
The Meverden have 2 pieces of brass artifacts, which
have the Lighthouse name of them; a Speaker diaphone and a wick box. Great memorabilia, says Les.

Painting the tower, 1961

President Roosevelt made some of the names extinct
back in 1935-36, when he shut down Stanton Island.
The Government took over the operation of the
Lighthouse services. The Lighthouse services were
an entity in all of its own, including dedicated depots,
trucks, and construction crews. The rumor as we
heard at the meeting, May 1, 2004, wanted this for
the coming war efforts, therefore they wanted to
enlist all facilities because the U.S. Government
didn’t’ have these facilities. In the process, they
destroyed a lot of the Lighthouses original watch
logbooks. It is a shame for the records began from
day one, recording all events.

The powerhouse building went down because the water came up around it and it couldn’t be saved in
time. At one time, they almost tore down Big Sable Point Lighthouse. Les explained how the tower sits
on a base of 40’ wood pilings driven down underneath the tower.
Les, Arlene and Janet were very interesting to talk to about the history of Big Sable Point Lighthouse,
thank you all for your time and input.
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Fred and Beverly Fleetwood
Ludington, MI 49431

Beverly (Meverden) Fleetwood’s father was
Homer Meverden, 1st Assistant July 2, 1949 –
October 1, 1965, Keeper October 1, 1965 – April
17, 1958. Homer was the last keeper before the
Station was closed. Beverly is the sister to Les
Meverden.
Fred and Beverly visited the Big Sable Point
Lighthouse, summer 2003, for the first time since
1985 and I was able to conduct a personal Interview with the Fleetwoods.
The family moved here in 1950 and Beverly and Fred were married in 1958 but did return and live here
for 2 months while Fred was laid off from his employment. They lived in the lower east apartment with
Beverly’s parents.
Memories:
Fred remembers large shade trees in the back yard, which are no longer here.
Beverly remembers a huge sand dune in the back yard where they used to slide down. The sand dune
was move to the front of the lighthouse to prevent water erosion. Beverly has a picture of this huge
sand dune and will send a copy to us.
Beverly remembers ice-skating in the ponds behind the lighthouse.
Fred shot his first 4-point buck at the lighthouse
Henry Varina was keeper, January 1, 1955 – September 30, 1965, Henry and his wife Pinky and lived in
the upper quarters.
Beverly remembers the great Thanksgiving dinners they shared as a family in the lighthouse.
Ralph Wardwell served this station in the mid 60s under keeper Homer Meverden.
The Fleetwoods may donate an old lantern back to the Big Sable Point Lighthouse.
They are not members of the association.
I will send them an application for membership.
Les Meverden is Beverly’s older brother.
It was fun meeting the Fleetwoods, they shared some stories of the love and hate relationship between
Hank and Pinky Varina.
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Article from the Ludington Daily News about Lee Meverden (Les’s brother)

© Geraldine Thornton, May 2014

