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Brief History of Lightship Baskets

In the early 1800’s, local Native 

American baskets were, in part, a 

precursor to the Nantucket lightship 

baskets 

Baskets were woven with ash wood 

splints and weavers, through a 

process of stripping and soaking the 

layers of wood.

1856 - Massachusetts staffed men who 

went on voyages to provide light to 

warn others about the dangers as well 

as disastrous shipwrecks. During the 

time free time that they had, the men 

aboard turned to weaving baskets to 

pass time.

Source: History of Baskets

https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/history-of-baskets


Lightship Era

1858 - 1900

Captain Thomas S James

Captain James Wyer

Captain Davis Hall

Captain Andrew Sandsbury

Roland Folger

Thomas W. Barrallay

William D. Appleton

George W. Ray

Charles F. Ray

Joe Fisher

Charlie Sylvia

SB Raymond

Isaac Hamblin

Sources: History of Baskets and Historic Nantucket, Summer 2017, Vol. 67, No. 1 by Nantucket Historical Association

Post Lightship Era

1900 - 1980

Frederick Chadwick

Mitchy Ray

José Formoso Reyes

Charlie Sayle

Muriel “Mickey” Sayle

Sherwin Boyer

Stanley Roop

Stephen Gibbs

John Kittila

John Elder

Paul Whitten

Arthur R. Martin

Contemporary Lightship 

Basket Weavers

Dick and Donna Cifranic

Terry Sylvia

Bill and Judy Sayle

Trish and Dick Anderson

Paul Willer

Michael Kane

Nap Plank

Alan Reed

Gerald L. Brown

Karol Lindquist

Susan and Karl Ottison

Martha Lawrence

Patti Quinn Hill

Kathleen Myers

Lightship Basket Weavers through the Decades (abridged list)

https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/history-of-baskets
https://issuu.com/nantuckethistoricalassociation/docs/87045_nha_summer_2017


Davis Hall (1828-1906)

Davis Hall was born in Hanson, 
Massachusetts. Sometime in the 1840s the 
family moved to Nantucket.

At age 21, Hall was one of the seven men 
who sailed the 44-ton fishing schooner 
Mary and Emma to California, making a 
passage of 150 days and becoming the 
smallest vessel to sail around Cape Horn to 
during the Gold Rush. 

In 1877, he was appointed to the crew of 
the South Shoal Lightship, where he 
learned basket making. His career is 
outlined in the U.S. Census, where he is 
listed as “mariner” (1850), “fisherman” 
(1860), “seaman” (1870), “on Light-Ship” 
(1880), and finally as “basket maker” 
(1900).

Sources (directly quoted from): Davis Hall (1828-1906) & Davis 
Hall - Labeled Davis Hall (1828-1905) Nantucket Lightship Basket, 
circa 1890
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https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/biographies/davis-hall-1828-1906
https://www.rafaelosonaauction.com/antiques/2019/americana-fine-art-marine-2019/labeled-davis-hall-1828-1905-nantucket-lightship-basket-circa-1890/


William D. Appleton (1851-1918)

William (Billy) D. Appleton was one of nine 
children of Oliver Appleton of Boston and 
Susan Silvia of Nantucket. 

He made at least one whaling voyage, as a 
seaman in the bark Martha Wrightington of 
Nantucket from 1866 to 1871. He later 
joined the crew of the South Shoal 
Lightship, serving until appointed assistant 
keeper of Great Point Lighthouse in 1889. 
He is believed to have learned basket 
weaving from his crewmates aboard the 
lightship. 

His baskets have certain distinguishing 
features. The inner part of his handles, 
where they meet the rim, are carved into a 
stylized point. On the reverse of the same 
spot, he carved a slight chamfered edge.

Source (directly quoted from): William D. Appleton (1851-1918)
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William D. Appleton Open Oval Basket With Swing Handle

https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/biographies/william-d-appleton-1851-1918
https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/permanent-collection/william-d-appleton-open-oval-basket-with-swing-handle
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Source (directly quoted from): Paul F. Whitten (1909-1988)

Paul F. Whitten (1909-1988)

Paul Whitten was born in 1909 in North 
Easton, Massachusetts.  

Whitten served in the Navy. Following World 
War II, he moved to Nantucket in 1945 to take 
a post as the principal of the Cyrus Peirce 
School. 

Paul was approached by noted Nantucket 
basket maker José Reyes. 

Whitten took to lightship basket making 
quickly and would make baskets for 22 years. 
Whitten’s relationship with Reyes led to the 
publication of a pamphlet The Friendship 
Baskets and Their Maker about Reyes’ life in 
the Philippines and Nantucket.

Whitten said he has woven at least 2,000 
baskets during his career.

https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/biographies/paul-f-whitten-1909-1988
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Source (directly quoted from): Arthur R. Martin (1930-2000)

Arthur R. Martin (1930-2000)

Arthur R. Martin’s impact on basket making in the 
North Quabbin/Greenfield area of Western 
Massachusetts was a significant one. 

“His baskets were all over the area,” one antique 
buff notes. As a young man, Martin served in the 
Navy in the wake of World War II.

Martin was incarcerated at MCI Norfolk and MCI 
Warwick for 8 years, and it is there that he 
developed his skill as a basket maker. In the 1980s, 
Massachusetts had a Prison Craft Industries 
program where inmates could sell handmade items 
like furniture, dollhouses, baskets, and other crafts.

Upon his release, Martin continued to sell lightship 
baskets in Turners Falls, Massachusetts. He worked 
with Frank S. Hawkins, one of the men Martin had 
taught to make lightship baskets at Warwick. 

Martin was a prolific basket maker, selling more 
than 100 baskets at one Nantucket antique shop
alone.

https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/biographies/arthur-r-martin-1930-2000


Kathleen Myers

One of the remaining weavers who put a spin on 
Lightship Baskets by completing a 18-piece 
nesting basket.

Provides tips on how to maintain baskets

Keep baskets in room temperature and to clean 
a basket, an old toothbrush can work to get in 
the crevices

If there is ivory on your basket, do not put water 
on it because it will take away the shine.

Her first baskets were in the Shaker tradition 
using black ash, honeysuckle vine and white oak.

Myers opened her own business and creates a 
number of Lightship baskets, handbags, and 
nested basket sets for collectors.

Source:  Nantucket Lightship Basket Museum - Kathleen Myers

& Woven In Time
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L-570OZ1G78
https://capecodlife.com/woven-in-time/


Source: Basketmaker Martha Lawrence
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Martha Lawrence

Since childhood, Martha Lawrence summered in 
Nantucket - the third generation of a family of 
artists who drew inspiration from the island.

For the last thirty years she has been 
constructing Nantucket Lightship Baskets. 

Speaks about the history and contemporary 
status of art in her book Lightship Baskets of 
Nantucket

Scrimshaw, the Whaler's Legacy, the result of 
her research into the related art of scrimshaw, 
was published three years later.

Nantucket Lightship Baskets by Martha 
Lawrence

● Customizes baskets to suit your needs
● Can further personalize your basket with 

Scrimshaw or Ivory carvings

http://nantucketlightshipbaskets.com/about10.html


Patti Quinn Hill

Patti Quinn Hill studied all the historical 
basket-making techniques — then decided 
to weave with archival paper instead of 
reeds, rattan, or other traditional materials.

She joined a local basket-weaving group 
and began attending workshops led by 
professional basket makers. 

Traditional forms were the norm — Shaker 
baskets using black ash splints, reed rattan, 
Nantucket Lightship baskets made with 
multiple woods, and Native American 
styles.

Source: The Woman Who Wouldn't Retire 

Found Herself Reinventing the Basket
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“Gold Leaf”

https://ashevillemade.com/the-woman-who-wouldnt-retire-found-herself-reinventing-the-basket/


“Stardust”“Fire Dancer”



Nantucket Basket Weave Vase

“This is a one of a kind sculpture-vase using 
references to the Nantucket lightship basket.”

Source: Nantucket Tile

ACK Fire Studios | Nantucket Tilemakers

Small Basket Weave Field Tile

“This is a handmade ceramic tile evoking the 
texture of a Nantucket Lightship basket, and is 

used for a field tile, or as part of a border.”

http://www.ackfirestudios.com/


Nantucket Lightship Baskets 
Purses by Jose Reyes

● Transition of baskets went 
from utilitarian work baskets 
to decorative in the late 
1940’s,

● Most popular purse was the 
classic eight inch oval 
followed by dubbed 
“cocktail” baskets

Source: Original Nantucket Basket Purse | Nantucket 
Clutch Purse

Classic 8” Cherry Lightship Basket Purses: Profile and Top View

Quidnet Cocktail Lightship Basket Purses: Profile and Top View

http://nantucketlightshipbaskets.com/purses10.html


The basket to the left is an 
example of the manipulation 
of the form and the 
technique of Nantucket 
Baskets.  Michael Kane’s 
piece, Twisted shows how 
Nantucket Baskets have 
surpassed function in favor 
of style and form, making it a 
work of art. 

Source: Contemporary Nantucket Baskets – History of Nantucket Baskets

https://historyofnantucketbasketsblog.wordpress.com/2016/12/06/contemporary-nantucket-baskets/


William Sevrens Lightship Basket 

Mold: Fiberglass basket mold 

made by William Sevrens. Long 

oval with straight sides and steeply 

tapered ends. Oval indentation on 

bottom with small hole in center.

Creator: Sevrens, William

Accession number: 2005.0016.005

William Sevrens Lightship Basket 

Mold: Kidney shaped, brown 

rubber form base for creating 

fiberglass lightship basket molds. 

Made by William Sevrens. Straight 

sides, flat bottom and raised, flat 

surface on interior of base.

Creator: Sevrens, William

Accession number: 2005.0016.011

Lightship Basket Base and Mold: 

Round wooden lightship basket 

base. Center hole with six carved 

concentric circles. Mold. Staves. 

Handles. All unfinished.

Creator: Unknown
Accession number: 
1963.0058.001-4

Lightship Basket Molds

Source: https://nha.org/research/

https://nantuckethistory.org/webcat/request/Action?ClientSession=-50680940:172d2a3e7d1:-7ea4&UniqueID=6000_3635_4&TemplateProcessID=6000_3635&PromptID=&ParamID=&TemplateProcessID=1003_1051_1051&PromptID=&ParamID=&CMD_(DetailRequest)[0]=&ProcessID=1003_1518(0)&KeyValues=KEY_m4934
https://nantuckethistory.org/webcat/request/Action?ClientSession=-50680940:172d2a3e7d1:-7ea4&UniqueID=6000_3635_4&TemplateProcessID=6000_3635&PromptID=&ParamID=&TemplateProcessID=1003_1051_1051&PromptID=&ParamID=&CMD_(DetailRequest)[0]=&ProcessID=1003_1518(0)&KeyValues=KEY_m4939
https://nantuckethistory.org/webcat/request/Action?ClientSession=-50680940:172d2a3e7d1:-7ea4&UniqueID=6000_3635_4&TemplateProcessID=6000_3635&PromptID=&ParamID=&TemplateProcessID=1003_1051_1051&PromptID=&ParamID=&CMD_(DetailRequest)[0]=&ProcessID=1003_1518(0)&KeyValues=KEY_m796
https://nha.org/research/


William Sevrens Lightship Basket Form 

and Mold: Kidney shaped rubber 

lightship basket form and fiberglass 

mold made by William Sevrens. Rubber 

mold has straight sides and a flat 

bottom with a Schrader type valve 

embedded in the center. The fiberglass 

basket mold is intact inside of the 

rubber form used to create it.

Creator: Sevrens, William

Accession number: 2005.0016.010

Lightship Basket Mold: Oval pine 

basket mold. Hole drilled through 

body

Lightship Basket Mold: Unique 
lightship basket mold made and 
used by William Sevrens. Round. 
Made with wood layers of wood 
glued together. Exterior is shaped 
for basket form. Interior is 
hollowed out. Coated in fiberglass 
to produce a lightweight, strong 
mold.

Lightship Basket Molds

Source: https://nha.org/research/

https://nha.org/research/


Lightship Baskets Details

Interesting basket rim patterns/structure  (classic wrapping, crossed, extended vertical pieces)

Source: Weaving Nantucket's Past Into Its Future

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2Samp9U6oo


The design of the Nantucket Lightship Baskets 
began  in the early 19th Century on Nantucket 
Island. 

Nantucket basket makers incorporated the 
cane “weavers” as the key ingredient in their 
baskets.

The native wood splint was gradually 
eliminated and the baskets were eventually 
made almost entirely of split cane.

Before 1860, the baskets were made “free-
form”. This means that they were shaped 
without the use of a mold.

“The term “staves” came from the coopering 
trade and they are the vertical elements of the 
basket upon which the horizontal “weavers” 
are woven”

The earliest baskets baseboards later on were 
made out of maple, cherry, and oak, often, with 
incised rings. 

The handles were usually made of hickory, oak, 
and woods that could be shaped and bent. 

Basket sizes varied from about four inches to 
twenty inches in diameter and were either 
round or oval.

Source: Lightship Basket Construction

Illustration by Margaret Davidson from Basketry: the Nantucket Tradition by 

John McGuire. Reproduced with permission.

https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/lightship-basket-construction


The image pictured to the right is 
a 1940s clipping from Woman's 
Day magazine about Nantucket 
Lightship Baskets. This clipping 
features a later image of Mitchy 
Ray and shows some images 
outlining the steps of lightship 
basket weaving. 

These images provide an 
understanding of the relationship 
between the basket materials and 
the mold, and how the basket 
itself takes shape.

Source: 
https://i.pinimg.com/originals/46/58/d8/4658d8
9cc66d9aecdc493f3a656c229d.jpg

https://i.pinimg.com/originals/46/58/d8/4658d89cc66d9aecdc493f3a656c229d.jpg


Deconstructed Baskets - Exploring the Weaving Process

● It is told that some baskets may take up to a day to weave, whereas, larger baskets 
can take up to a couple of months.

● Baskets can be made out of bamboo, vines, oak, willow, reeds and even 
honeysuckle

● Lightship baskets are made from rattan and wood

Sources: Nantucket Lightship Basket Cradle and The Story of Learning Nantucket Basket Making 
on the Island of Nantucket and eventually making a Nantucket Purse

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iMOQQFUgA5s
http://www.gloucesterwomanbaskets.com/2013/03/the-story-of-learning-nantucket-basket.html


Lightship Baskets Details

Names on the inside base 
(as shown) is an interesting 
feature to highlight that 
could be highlighted in 
other ways through 
interior design

This is part of the evolution 
of the baskets being used 
for picking potatoes to 
lightship baskets that are 
given as gifts

Source: Weaving Nantucket's Past Into Its Future

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2Samp9U6oo


Lightship Baskets Details

Names on the inside base 
(as shown) is an 
interesting feature to 
highlight that could be 
highlighted in other ways 
through interior design

This is part of the 
evolution of the baskets 
being used for picking 
potatoes to lightship 
baskets that are given as 
gifts

Source: Weaving Nantucket's Past Into Its Future

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2Samp9U6oo


Source: Nantucket Baskets
Additional sketches to detail text of signatures

Lightship Baskets Signatures

https://www.rafaelosonaauction.com/departments/nantucket-baskets/


Jeanne Van Etten Fabric: Nantucket Lightship Basket Weave

Source: Fabric * Nantucket Lightship Basket Weave

https://jeannevanetten.com/collections/fabric-1/products/fabric-nantucket-lightship-basket-weave


Drawing by Tyla Daniel

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Lightship Basket Office



Drawing by Tyla Daniel

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Lightship Basket Vase Decor



Drawing by Tyla Daniel

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Lightship Basket Powder Room



Drawing by Tyla Daniel

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Lightship Basket Bedroom



Drawing by Elizabeth Petitdemange

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Residential Seating Area



Drawing by Elizabeth Petitdemange

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Residential Dining Area



Work by Elizabeth Petitdemange (using various images for pattern)

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Lightship Basket Wall Covering -
Custom Patterns using Lightship Basket Motifs and Weave Pattern



Work by Elizabeth Petitdemange (using label images)

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Lightship Basket Wall Covering -
Custom Pattern using Basket Signatures

Custom Wall Covering Pattern Samples -
Various Hues



Drawing by Elizabeth Petitdemange

KU, Michael Graves College, Interior Design Student

Ideas for Interior Design and Decorative Applications: Lightship Basket Wall Display



● https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/history-of-
baskets

● https://issuu.com/nantuckethistoricalassociation/docs/87045_nha_summer_2017
● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2Samp9U6oo
● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iMOQQFUgA5s
● http://www.gloucesterwomanbaskets.com/2013/03/the-story-of-learning-nantucket-

basket.html
● https://i.pinimg.com/originals/46/58/d8/4658d89cc66d9aecdc493f3a656c229d.jpg
● https://ashevillemade.com/the-woman-who-wouldnt-retire-found-herself-reinventing-

the-basket/
● http://nantucketlightshipbaskets.com/about10.html
● https://historyofnantucketbasketsblog.wordpress.com/2016/12/06/contemporary-

nantucket-baskets/
● http://nantucketlightshipbaskets.com/purses10.html
● https://www.rafaelosonaauction.com/departments/nantucket-baskets/
● http://www.ackfirestudios.com/

Sources 
(clickable links as shown throughout the presentation)

https://www.nantucketlightshipbasketmuseum.org/research-collections/history-of-baskets
https://issuu.com/nantuckethistoricalassociation/docs/87045_nha_summer_2017
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2Samp9U6oo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iMOQQFUgA5s
http://www.gloucesterwomanbaskets.com/2013/03/the-story-of-learning-nantucket-basket.html
https://i.pinimg.com/originals/46/58/d8/4658d89cc66d9aecdc493f3a656c229d.jpg
https://ashevillemade.com/the-woman-who-wouldnt-retire-found-herself-reinventing-the-basket/
http://nantucketlightshipbaskets.com/about10.html
https://historyofnantucketbasketsblog.wordpress.com/2016/12/06/contemporary-nantucket-baskets/
http://nantucketlightshipbaskets.com/purses10.html
https://www.rafaelosonaauction.com/departments/nantucket-baskets/
http://www.ackfirestudios.com/

