Charity Island Newsletter
Updates on Charity Island’s
History, Wildlife, and Lighthouse Restoration

In Search of
Capt. Charles C. McDonald

Last month’s newsletter also tells the story of Wm. L.
Pierce who, at 18 years old, becomes the Asst.
Lightkeeper on Charity Island in 1885.

Longest Serving Charity Island Light keeper

29 Years and a Mystery!
March 1882 to Sept 1912

The irony with his story is how it connects to the
wreck of the Oconto which gets reported in the New
York Times in December of 1885 & Capt McDonald.

I need your help in finding this man!

According to that story Pierce and Capt. McDonald
spent a whole day rowing a mile off Charity Island to
the wreck of the Oconto, with a gale winter snow
storm blowing, bringing passengers and crew safely
onto the Island.

I have been very fortunate to have spent the
past nine summers living on Charity Island next
to the Lighthouse that was built in 1857.
As such, I have spent countless quiet hours each
summer staring at the tower imagining what it
must have been like to be stationed out there in
1800’s during the hey days of wooden tall ships,
wooden steamboats and barges coming and going
in great numbers in and out of Saginaw Bay each
season.
Several years ago I came across a complete list
of Lightkeepers and Asst. Lightkeepers who
served on Charity Island during those years
before the tower became an automated light.
That list records that there were five with the rank
of Light keeper. They served terms ranging from
as few as one and half seasons to as high as 29
seasons. It is interesting what the records do not
show.
Take the very first light tkeeper for instance:
I had known for some time his name; Colin
Graham., and that he served for eight years. I had
no idea he arrived on the Island in 1857 with his
wife and 12 children.( see last months newsletter)

It occurred to me one day unusual that Capt. McDonald, who spent 29 years as a Charity Island
Lightkeeper, has never had any family ever come
forward with any information on this man.
No one in Caseville or BayCity has as yet brought
forth any information on him.

I have had relatives of 1st Asst. Lightkeeper Shorkey
on the Island. He served just one season.
I had Wm. L. Pierce’s Grand Daughter on the Island,
I had Colin Graham’s great grandson on the Is-land,
and I have had several emails from decendents of
1st Asst. Singleton.
But no one is claiming Capt. Charles McDonald. I
have to wonder why? It’s a mystery I want to solve
and hopefully someone reading this letter might be
able to help.
(

Continued scroll down to next page)

.

Who is, Where is,
Capt Charles McDonald
cont’d from Page 1.
Another aspect of this mystery is why several Asst.
Lightkeepers were assign to duty on the Island
under McDonald and quit after a only one day.
See list of Charity Island lightkeepers here
Was he getting a little strange after so many years
out on that island or just getting ornery in old age?
I did find mention of McDonald in a research
paper dated 1910 titled
Results of the Mershon
Expedition to Charity Island, Lake Huron”
Turns out six scientists went to Charity Island
In the summer of 1910 to do investigations on
various flora and Fauna on Charity Island.
The resulting research paper mentions and thanks
Lightkeeper Captain Charles C. McDonald and
Asst. Lightkeeper Joseph Singleton for their
assistance….By then McDonald would have been
serving his 27 consecutive year as Lightkeeper.
That research paper sat in some drawer in some
archive at U of M until Google went in and
scanned it and posted it online.. Then, one hundred
years after its written, I stumble across it online
and find mention of this man.
Honestly, it feels like he’s reaching out to me…as
if he wants his story told….That is just the way it
felt with Asst Lightkeeper Wm. Pierce ,and all the
detailed information on his life that came into my
possession to share with our dinner cruise guests.
(scroll down)

Capt Charles C. McDonald would started out
on Charity Island living that first house above.
He would have overseen the construction of
the new Dwelling below and occupied that
one as well.

Continued from Page 2

I have about about 1600 subscribers to this
newsletter and I am hoping that someone out
there might know someone who knows
someone that has some more information on
McDonald.
At this time I suspect the best chance to find
additional information on Capt. McDonald is
through the Singleton Family in the Thumb.
Bill Singleton, A Joseph Singleton and a
Tom Singleton all served at various times
with Capt. Charles C. McDonald as Asst.
Lightkeepers.
Cont’d above right

We would greatly appreciate any help finding
someone who has any history on this man.
Thank you Everyone and Merry Christmas to
you all.
Robert & Karen Wiltse

Picture Below Taken in 1910Shows boathouse, chicken coop, and oil shed
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