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ABSTRACT 
This study identifies the public’s strong association with the lighthouse tower 

and the effects that this association has had on lighthouse preservation in Texas.  This 

is achieved by analyzing preservation efforts for Texas lighthouses.  Historically, the 

Texas Coast had a greater number of different lighthouse types than any other state.  

Establishing that Texas’s lighthouse towers were preserved intentionally instead of the 

other lighthouse types proves that most people relate lighthouses primarily with one 

particular type. 

The public’s preference for the lighthouse tower is reinforced through the 

commercialization of the lighthouse form along the Texas Coast.  Evaluating Texas 

coastal communities where the lighthouse form is used in either commercial or civic 

settings will illustrate that the lighthouse tower form is usually chosen in preference to 

other lighthouse types, including local historic lighthouses.   

This study addresses the negative effects that an iconic building form can have 

in the preservation efforts of a building type.  While the study focuses on lighthouses, 

other building types with an iconic building form, including log cabins, barns, 

windmills, and other vernacular and utilitarian structures have the same risks.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
A small article tucked in the back of the March 30, 2002 edition of the 

Houston Chronicle announced that the Sabine Bank Lighthouse, also known as the 

“sparkplug of the gulf,” was to be dismantled by the U.S. Coast Guard (figure 1.1).1  

The plans to remove this distinctive lighthouse from the Gulf of Mexico were first 

announced in 1976, and the Coast Guard had offered the historic structure to any city, 

museum, or organization that would bring it ashore, an estimated cost of $177,000.  

Built in 1906 to serve oil freighters in the towns of Port Arthur and Beaumont, it was 

the only caisson lighthouse in the south and the only lighthouse of its kind to be placed 

in open sea.2  Despite its unique history and distinctive form, or possibly because of it, 

no group was either willing or able to raise the money needed to relocate this unique 

lighthouse.  Another unique structure, the Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse, was 

destroyed in a storm in August 2000 (figure 1.2).  Commenting on the destruction of 

the long abandoned lighthouse, Steven Powell of Houston said that “People protect 

what they love.  People love what they know,” and that “apparently the Galveston 

Jetty Light was not a loved lighthouse.”3   The majority of the two dozen lighthouses 

that once lit the Texas Coast, which represented nearly every lighthouse type found in 

the United States, have met a similar fate (figure 1.3).4  

                                                 
1 Richard Stewart, “Spark Losing Plug: Sabine Bank Light to be replaced by antenna-like tower,” 

Houston Chronicle, 30 March 2002, 39A. 
 
2 United States Works Progress Administration of Louisiana, Sabine bank lighthouse (Baton Rouge, 

LA: Works Progress Administration of Louisiana, c. 1900s) http://louisdl.louislibraries.org/u?/LWP,92, 
accessed 20 January 2009.  

 
3 Timothy Harrison, “Storm Destroys Galveston Jetty Lighthouse: Was on Lighthouse Digest’s 

Doomsday List,” Lighthouse Digest (August 2000), 
http://www.lighthousedepot.com/lite_digest.asp?action=get_article&sk=806, accessed 10 January 2009.  

 
4 Richard Stewart, “Towers shine light on the past,” Houston Chronicle, 2 July 2000, 1, Section 

State, 1.  
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At the same time that many Texas lighthouses were being lost, there was 

strong support for the protection and preservation of other Texas lighthouses at 

Bolivar Point, Matagorda Island, Aransas Pass, and Port Isabel, all of which were built 

as the more familiar lighthouse tower.  In the case of the Matagorda Island 

Lighthouse, $1.2 million was raised for its restoration despite the fact that it is only 

accessible by a 45-minute boat ride and a subsequent 3/4 mile hike.5  The fact that the 

public was apathetic about the loss of over a dozen lighthouses, but fiercely protected 

the lighthouse towers is evidence that some architectural styles and building 

typologies evoke more associations among the public.  The Victoria Advocate 

encouraged its readers in 2006 to visit the Point Isabel Lighthouse because “it looks 

like a lighthouse should look.”6  The Victoria Advocate was expressing the public’s 

general attitude about one of the purposes of preservation – to safeguard traditional, 

recognizable forms that are expressive not only of function, but of local, regional, or 

national culture.  The local Point Isabel Lighthouse received more attention because it 

is a recognizable lighthouse tower, in contrast to the other Texas lighthouses that do 

not resemble a stereotypical lighthouse.   

When most people think of lighthouses, an image of a stereotypical lighthouse 

tower is what comes to mind.  This form is recognized and understood much more 

than any other lighthouse type.  According to F. Ross Holland, Jr., author of the 

definitive work on American lighthouses, the lighthouse “stands for integrity, 

constancy, reliability, and an aid when most needed.”7  Others see the lighthouse as “a 

symbol of strength and a beacon of hope.”8  Numerous civic and commercial entities 

                                                 
5 Louise Popplewell, “Matagorda Island Lighthouse: Foundation helps to restore 152-year-old 

structure,” The Victoria Advocate, 1 August 2004, 1D, 10D.  
 
6 “Lighthouse Still Bright Spot on Texas Coast,” The Victoria Advocate, 19 November 2006. 
      
7 Francis Ross Holland, Jr., America’s Lighthouses: Their Illustrated History Since 1716 

(Brattleboro, VT: The Stephen Greene Press, 1972), 26.  
 
8 John Cornyn, U.S. Senator, “Texas Beacons of the Past,” Texas Times Weekly, 3 November 2006, 

http://cornyn.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?FuseAction=ForPress.TexasTimesWeeklyColumn&Content
Record_id=ac93ab73-45aa-4a48-bbdd-31a0c3fb9f30&Region_id=&Issue_id=, 10 October 2008.  
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are drawn to the metaphorical power of the lighthouse.  The Port Isabel Town 

Company chose the Point Isabel Lighthouse as the symbol for its new community in 

1928, and the small town of Sabine Pass chose a lighthouse tower as the form of its 

new school building in 2003.9  Many businesses across the country, such as the E.W. 

Scripps Company and Shurgard Self Storage, have also incorporated the lighthouse 

tower into the form of their buildings or their logos to profit from these powerful 

associations.   

Although most lighthouse researchers and historians acknowledge these 

associations, none have yet clearly defined or offered an explanation for them.  In his 

2007 study of the iconic nature of the lighthouse, “Lighthouse Symbolism in the 

American Landscape,” Kevin Blake states that few utilitarian structures “evoke such 

complex human emotions,” but he quickly dismisses a study of these emotions, 

referring to them as “mystical feelings.”10  Many studies also claim that “lighthouses 

are universally loved,” but they fail to recognize that the lighthouse tower evokes 

much stronger associations than do the other lighthouse types.11  This study will not 

attempt to define these characteristics or explain their role in lighthouse preservation, 

but will offer a historical, rather than emotional basis for the associations with strength 

and integrity.  This is accomplished through analyzing of the development of the 

lighthouse tower and examining the intents of the original designers, John Rudyerd 

and, later, John Smeaton.12   

                                                 
9 T. Lindsay Baker, Lighthouses of Texas, with a foreword by F. Ross Holland (College Station, TX: 

Texas A&M University Press, 1991, 2001), 22 (page citations are to the 2nd edition). 
 
10 Kevin Blake, “Lighthouse Symbolism in the American Landscape,” FOCUS on Geography, vol. 

50 no. 1 (Summer 2007), 9.  
 
11 Jim Hiney, “Silent Sentinels,” Texas Shores (Summer 1999), 3.  
 
12 Patrick Barnes, “The Development of Lighthouse Structures,” in Coastal Zone ’89: Proceedings 

of the Sixth Symposium on Coastal and Ocean Management (vol. 4) Held in Charleston, South Carolina 
11-14 July 1989, eds. Orville T. Magoon, Hugh Converse, Dallas Miner, L. Thomas Tobin, and Delores 
Clark (New York, American Society of Civil Engineers, 1989), 3556-3557. 
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The primary goal of this study is to identify the public’s strong association 

with the lighthouse tower and the effects that this association has had on lighthouse 

preservation in Texas.  This is achieved by analyzing the preservation efforts for 

Texas lighthouses.  Historically, the Texas Coast had a greater number of different 

lighthouse types than any other state.13  Establishing that Texas’s lighthouse towers 

were preserved intentionally instead of the other lighthouse types will prove that most 

people relate lighthouses primarily with one particular type. 

The public’s preference for the lighthouse tower is reinforced through the 

commercialization of the lighthouse form along the Texas Coast.  An evaluation of 

Texas coastal communities that use the lighthouse form in either commercial or civic 

settings will illustrate that the lighthouse tower form is usually chosen in preference to 

other lighthouse types, including local historic lighthouses.  Although likely not a 

recent phenomenon, most buildings currently found along the Texas Coast that have 

adopted the lighthouse form or imagery were built after 2000.  The only significant 

change to occur in lighthouse history in 2000 was the National Historic Lighthouse 

Preservation Act of that year (NHLPA), an amendment to the National Historic 

Preservation Act of 1966.14  This amendment allowed for the transfer of historic light 

stations, at no cost, to entities for “education, park, recreation, cultural, or historic 

preservation purposes.”15  There are strict stipulations that the light station must 

remain accessible to the general public and cannot conduct “any commercial 

activities.”16  The Act relates only to historic lighthouses and does not evidently 

impact commercial or civic entities that may make use of the lighthouse image, but it 

does recognize “the cultural, recreational, and educational value associated with 

                                                 
13 Baker, x.  
 
14 U.S. Congress, National Historic Lighthouse Preservation Act of 2000, 106th Congress H.R.4613, 

24 October 2000. 
 
15 Ibid. 
 
16 Ibid. 
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historic light station properties.”17  According to the National Park Service, then, the 

NHLPA comes as a result of the strong interest in lighthouses, confirming their value.  

This Act is in response to, and not a catalyst for, the public’s interest in lighthouses. 

This project will establish the public’s strong association to the lighthouse 

tower form.  The history of lighthouse construction, deactivation, and subsequent 

destruction or preservation along the Texas coast will be assessed to determine if the 

lighthouse towers have been selectively preserved in Texas.  A critical evaluation of 

Texas coastal communities that use the lighthouse image will also address why this 

form has been preferred in new construction. 

Project Outline & Procedures 
Chapter One will present the evolution of the lighthouse tower.  The lighthouse 

tower is a very distinctive form with very identifiable origins.  The Eddystone 

Lighthouse in England, the earliest example of the modern lighthouse tower, will be 

scrutinized to determine how this iconic form first developed.18  This research relies 

primarily on A Narrative of the Building and a Description of the Construction of the 

Edystone Lighthouse, which was written by John Smeaton and first published in 1791.  

This publication not only provided insight into Smeaton’s design of the third 

Eddystone Lighthouse, but also illustrates the public’s early fascination with the 

lighthouse form; this Narrative was initially written because of the public’s curiosity 

in the project.19      

Chapter Two establishes that people recognize and understand the lighthouse 

tower more than other lighthouse types by providing a history of lighthouse 

                                                 
17 National Park Service, “National Historic Lighthouse Preservation Act of 2000,” Maritime 

Heritage Program, http://www.nps.gov/maritime/nhlpa/nhlpa.htm, accessed 21 January 2009. 
 
18 Ray Jones, The Lighthouse Encyclopedia: The Definitive Reference, (Guilford, CT: The Pequot 

Press, 2004), 10-11. 
 
19 John Smeaton, A Narrative of the Building and a Description of the Construction of the Edystone 

Lighthouse (London, 1791, 2nd ed, 1793), 7 (Hereafter referred to as Narrative, all page numbers to the 
(corrected) 2nd edition).    
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preservation along the Texas Coast.  Although the Texas Coast once had a greater 

number of different lighthouse types than any other state, this is not represented in the 

lighthouses that have been preserved.20   By analyzing the history of Texas lighthouse 

preservation, through government documents, correspondence, and newspaper articles, 

it will clearly be shown that, at least along the Texas Coast, the public was much more 

protective of their lighthouse towers than they were of any other type.  This will show 

not only that the public associate lighthouses with the lighthouse tower, but also that 

this association has led to the nearly selective preservation of that specific lighthouse 

type in Texas. 

Chapter Three addresses the commercial use of the lighthouse form along the 

Texas Coast.  In a study of the five extant Texas lighthouses, conducted in the summer 

of 2007, more than fifty coastal communities were visited, and five were identified 

that use strong lighthouse imagery: Sabine Pass, Crystal Beach, Port Lavaca, 

Rockport, and Port Isabel (figure 1.4).21  Crystal Beach was eliminated from this study 

after Hurricane Ike destroyed the town in 2008.  The remaining four communities 

represent a town with two historically significant lighthouses, the last remaining non-

lighthouse-tower lighthouse in Texas, no historic lighthouses, and the only publicly 

accessible lighthouse tower in Texas.  Studying this diverse sampling will demonstrate 

that whenever lighthouse imagery has been incorporated into a new building design, 

the iconic lighthouse tower is customarily preferred, even if the town is associated 

with a historic lighthouse that does not fit the stereotypical lighthouse image.  The 

buildings or businesses will be evaluated by observation, interviewing the building 

owners or occupants, interviewing the architect or designer to establish design intent 

and goals, and by speaking with the chambers of commerce and reviewing newspaper 

articles to establish public opinion. 

                                                 
20 Baker, x.  
 
21 In July and August 2007 the author had the opportunity to research the five remaining lighthouses 

in Texas and two lighthouse memorials in Sabine Pass and Galveston Island.   
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Figure 1.1. The Sabine Bank Lighthouse (1906), near Sabine Pass, Texas.  Photograph, undated, U.S. Coast Guard 
Photo Archive, http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/sabinebank.jpg, accessed 19 January 2009.  

 
Figure 1.2. The Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse (1918), Galveston, Texas.  Photograph, undated, U.S. Coast 
Guard Photo Archive, http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/galvestonjetty.jpg, accessed 19 January 2009.  

 
Figure 1.3. Compilation of images showing the diversity of lighthouse types in Texas.  Clockwise from top left: 
Sabine Bank Lighthouse (1906), near Sabine Pass, Texas; Bolivar Point Lighthouse (1852), Crystal Beach, Texas; 
Fort Point Lighthouse (1882), Galveston Bay, Texas; Redfish Bar Cut Lighthouse (1900), Galveston Bay, Texas; 
Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse (1918), Galveston, Texas; Brazos River Lighthouse (1896), near Valesco, Texas; 
Matagorda Island Lighthouse (1852), Matagorda Island, Texas; Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse (1858), Matagorda 
Bay, Texas; Aransas Pass Lighthouse (1858), near Port Aransas, Texas; Brazos Santiago Lighthouse (1854), Padre 
Island, Texas; Point Isabel Lighthouse (1853), Port Isabel, Texas.  All images from U.S. Coast Guard Photo 
Archive: http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/LHTX.asp. 
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Figure 1.4. The locations of Sabine Pass, Crystal Beach, Port Lavaca, Rockport, and Port Isabel.  Sketch, 2009, by 
author. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE MODERN LIGHTHOUSE TOWER 
 The stereotypical image of a lighthouse is “of a simple, tall, white tower, with 

a bright beam streaming out of its lantern.”22  This is what most people picture as a 

lighthouse, but this form is relatively recent.  While most researchers and lighthouse 

historians recognize that the lighthouse tower evokes strong human emotions, attempts 

to explain this association often result in accounts of personal experiences.23  By 

analyzing the evolution of the lighthouse tower, this study will explain how and why 

the stereotypical, conical, lighthouse tower was developed and provide a historical 

basis for the characteristics of strength and integrity, which many researchers have 

regarded as abstract feelings.24    

The stereotypical lighthouse tower, sometimes referred to in this study as the 

modern lighthouse tower is a very distinctive type of lighthouse with clear origins in 

the early 1700s.  In 1709, John Rudyerd, regarded as “the father of modern lighthouse 

design,” built the first modern lighthouse tower in the world at the Eddystone Rocks 

near Plymouth, England.25  Although Rudyerd’s lighthouse only lasted until 1755, 

when the wooden structure was destroyed by fire, his legacy to lighthouse design is 

found in five rules “which governed the design of monolithic wave swept lights into 

this century: 

1. Keep the Center of Gravity low. 
2. The mass of the structure above any horizontal section must be large 

enough to prevent displacement due to all horizontal loads. 
3. The structure should be circular to provide the least resistance to fluid 

forces. 
4. Keep the outside smooth and free of projections. 

                                                 
22 Jenny Linford, Lighthouses (Bath, UK: Paragon Publishing, 2006), 6. 
 
23 Blake, 9.  
 
24 Mary Murphy, “Preservation Values in the United States: A Case Study of Three Lighthouses,” 

(Master of Sciences thesis, Texas Tech University, 2007), 6.  
 
25 Barnes, 3556-3557.  
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5. If possible the tower should be tall enough to keep the lantern clear of 
spray.”26 

The next lighthouse built at Eddystone was a stone tower designed by John Smeaton, 

“considered by some as the father of Civil Engineering.”27  Smeaton’s stone tower 

followed the five guiding principles laid out by Rudyerd and lasted more than one 

hundred years, until the rock it was built upon was weakened through erosion in 1878 

and the lighthouse was relocated as a historic monument.28  Smeaton’s Eddystone 

Lighthouse, which received greater attention than did Rudyerd’s, inspired the design 

of many future lighthouses.  Smeaton described this attention: 

So great was the curiosity of the public, at the completion of the present 
building, in the year 1759; and such were the numbers, by the intercession and 
recommendations of friends, that flooded daily to see the model; that to avoid 
having the whole of my time consumed in satisfying their curiosity, I found 
myself under a necessity of deputing Mrs. Smeaton, to shew and explain the 
model.  I was honored also with the command of his present MAJESTY, to 
shew and explain the same to himself, and our GRACIOUS QUEEN: when his 
MAJESTY shewed such a degree of attention to, and criticism thereon, as I 
have scarcely met with from any of his subjects.  It was also exhibited to the 
late PRINCESS DOWAGER OF WALES, and the DUKE OF 
CUMBERLAND, at their special requests; and the late DUKE OF YORK was 
pleased to honour the works themselves with his inspection, while they were 
carrying on at Plymouth.29 

In response to the curiosity in this structure, and at the recommendations of “several 

gentlemen of the Trinity House,” the organization that maintained lighthouses 

throughout England, Smeaton published “an account of [his] proceedings; together 

with as much as [he] had learnt concerning the former buildings.”30  This account was 

published “to the end, that if any future unforeseen accident should unhappily cause 

                                                 
26 Barnes, 3556.  
 
27 Ibid., 3557. 
  
28 Rowland J. Mainstone, Structure in Architecture: History, Design, and Innovation (Brookfield, 

VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 1999), 396-397. 
 
29 Smeaton, Narrative, 7. 
 
30 Ibid. 
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the destruction of the present edifice, posterity might not be at a loss for the discovery 

of the errors and imperfections both of the present and former buildings.” 31  This 

Narrative provides a foundation for understanding the intent of the lighthouse designer 

and is the earliest published account of the three lighthouses at Eddystone.  Studying 

lighthouses built both before and after Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse establishes 

the influence that this building had on lighthouse design.  Historical accounts, 

government documents, and other eighteenth and nineteenth-century publications will 

provide information on these buildings.      

 The first section of this chapter presents a background of lighthouse design 

before 1709. Three specific lighthouses are looked at in detail: The Pharos at 

Alexandria, the Tour de Cordouan, and the first lighthouse at Eddystone, built by 

Henry Winstanley (figures 2.1, 2.2, 2.3).  The second section will scrutinize the 

second and third lighthouses built at the Eddystone Rocks, those designed by John 

Rudyerd and John Smeaton, respectively (figures 2.4, 2.5).  These two lighthouses 

were the origins of modern lighthouse design, and both designs clearly addressed the 

problems of a lighthouse in open waters, known as a wave swept lighthouse.32  The 

third section will examine the effect that Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse had on 

lighthouse design throughout the world, specifically on lighthouse design in Europe 

and the United States.  The last section of this chapter will analyze the characteristics 

of strength and integrity, and explain their relationship to the design of the modern 

lighthouse tower. 

Lighthouse Design Before 1709 
 A lighthouse is any “structure built on a coast or on a rock in the open sea that 

exhibits a powerful light to aid navigation and warn of hazards to shipping.”33  The 

earliest lighthouses were probably wood fires set on seaside cliffs to guide early 
                                                 

31 Smeaton, Narrative, 7. 
 
32 Mainstone, 381-388. 
 
33 Roland Paxton, “Lighthouse,” in The Dictionary of Art, ed. Jane Turner (New York: Grove’s 

Dictionaries Inc., 1996), 360.  
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mariners safely home. 34  These lighthouses were likely maintained by individuals; no 

evidence exists of any country maintaining a lighthouse before the Pharos at 

Alexandria, in Egypt, was built in 300 BC.  Detailed sailing records written in the 

fourth century BC “covering the whole Mediterranean coast line… [fail] to mention a 

single lighthouse.”35  Lighthouse historian F. Ross Holland, Jr. suggests that the 

failure to provide lighthouses was deliberate, claiming that “most port cities were 

hesitant to provide a structure that would be useful to an invading enemy squadron.”36  

Holland points out that Alexandria, “the site of the earliest known lighthouse… had a 

strong fleet guarding its harbor.”37  The cities and countries that exhibited early lights 

to aid mariners must also have been able to protect their ports.  This has remained the 

case throughout history; during the Civil War and both World Wars, lighthouses in 

Texas and other states were “darkened for security reasons.”38 

 Unlike modern lighthouse towers, which resemble “a single shaft reaching into 

the air,” early lighthouses “consisted of several stages, each smaller than the one 

beneath it.”39  The two best known and best documented of the early lighthouses, the 

Pharos at Alexandria and the Tour de Cordouan are examined in detail.  The first 

Eddystone Lighthouse, built by Henry Winstanley, is also examined in this section 

providing a background for the later lighthouses built at Eddystone.   

The Pharos at Alexandria 

In the year 332 BC, Alexander the Great recognized that his empire, which 

“included nearly all the known world,” needed a capitol, and decided to construct the 
                                                 

34 Dudley Witney, The Lighthouse, with a foreword by Thomas H. Raddall (Boston: New York 
Graphic Society, 1975), 13. 

 
35 George R. Putnam, Commissioner of Lighthouses, Retired, Sentinel of the Coasts: The Log of a 

Lighthouse Engineer (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1937), 163.  
 
36 Holland, 1.  
 
37 Ibid., 1. 
  
38 Baker, 6-7. 
 
39 Ibid., 176.  
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city of Alexandria.40   Alexander died before the city was completed, and all of Egypt, 

including the city of Alexandria, went to one of his generals, Ptolemy.  This city soon 

attracted trade and Ptolemy decided to build a great lighthouse on the eastern end of 

the little island of Pharos, “for there it might warn approaching ships of the 

surrounding reefs.”41 

In addition to being a lighthouse, the Pharos was intended from the beginning 

to be monumental and to serve as a “sign-post” for the great city of Alexandria, 

located in an area where “the Egyptian coastline is particularly flat and 

uninteresting.”42   To design this monumental lighthouse, Ptolemy selected Sostratus, 

who was “an architect of renown.”43  The resulting Pharos at Alexandria, built around 

300 BC, is the best known ancient lighthouse, and it served as a model for other 

lighthouses throughout the Graeco-Roman world, evident through surviving mosaics 

and sarcophagi reliefs (figure 2.1).44  This lighthouse was so celebrated that “in most 

Western languages [its name] has stood from time to time not only as a term for any 

lighthouse or beacon to direct mariners, but for any bright light or lantern.”45  The 

Pharos is also responsible for the word pharology, which is the study of lighthouses.46    

While descriptions of the actual size and form of the Pharos at Alexandria 

vary, the configuration of the building is “fairly widely agreed [to have been] a three-

tiered structure with an overall height in the region of 100 metres,” or about four 

                                                 
40 Baker, 170-174.  
 
41 Ibid, 174.  
 
42 Peter A. Clayton, “The Pharos at Alexandria,” in The Seven Wonders of the Ancient World by 

Peter A. Clayton and Martin J. Price (New York: Routledge, 1988), 143. 
 
43 Banks, 174-176. 
  
44 Clayton, 145.  
 
45 John Romer and Elizabeth Romer, The Seven Wonders of the World (New York: Henry Holt and 

Company, Inc., 1995), 51-52.  
 
46 Linford, 6.  



Texas Tech University, Randy Wallace, Jr., May 2009 

14 

hundred feet.47  It is also generally agreed that the shape of the building took the form 

of “the traditional Egyptian minaret… square at the bottom, octagonal in its central 

section, and round at the top.”48  This lighthouse was listed among the Seven Wonders 

of the World, and its fame was responsible for its image being adopted in culture: 

Drawings of it have been found in mosaic and relief, its image was stamped on 
Alexandrian coins and there are models of it, some made like little lamps and 
even a glass engraving upon a [historic] beaker, found in faraway 
Afghanistan…[illustrating] just how much of a wonder it was really thought to 
be.49 

The “best surviving image of the Pharos,” however, is found in the remains of another 

lighthouse (figure 1.6). 50  The Pharos of Abusir, thirty miles from Alexandria is about 

one-fifth the size of the original Pharos.  It was built about the same time as the Pharos 

at Alexandria and is a “three-storey structure, square rising to an octagon then to a 

cylinder.”51 

 A description of the Pharos was given around 1100 AD, about fourteen 

hundred years after its construction, by a Nubian Geographer: 

There is nothing like it in the whole world, for the fineness of the edifice, or 
the strength of its structure; for, besides that it is built of the hardest Tiburtine 
stones, these stones are also joined together with melted lead, and so firmly 
connected that they cannot be loosened from one another; for the sea beats 
against the very stones where with it is built, upon the north side.52 

Despite the destruction of the upper level in an earthquake in 955 AD, most of the 

tower survived until 1375, when Egyptian records state that “the Pharos was finally 

                                                 
47 Clayton, 147. 
 
48 Ibid., 53. 
 
49 Ibid., 64. 
 
50 Ibid. 
  
51 Clayton, 64. 
 
52 Idrisi, Geographia Nubiensis (Paris: Latin Edition, 1619) in A Narrative of the Building and a 

Description of the Construction of the Edystone Lighthouse, John Smeaton (London, 1791, 2nd ed, 
1793), 1-3.    
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shaken” by another earthquake.53  The heap of ruins that remained from the Pharos 

gradually disappeared as they were used as construction materials in other projects.54  

Many attempts have been made to locate the foundation of the Pharos, the most 

famous by a German expedition in 1898, but these attempts have not been successful; 

most of the ancient city of Alexandria has either been covered by modern houses or 

has eroded into the sea.  The Pharos, the earliest known lighthouse, was a wonder “the 

like of which no modern man has seen.”55   

Some scholars have suggested that another of the Seven Wonders, the 

Colossus of Rhodes, had also been used as a lighthouse, but there has been “no 

evidence to justify inclusion of the Colossus among ancient lighthouses.”56  Other 

ancient lighthouses existed, but these were few; thirty lighthouses built by the Roman 

Empire before its decline in 5 AD have been identified.57  Many countries actually 

discouraged the establishment of lighthouses, fearing that “these developments would 

assist enemies.”58      

The Tour de Cordouan 

 Open fires were still being used to create the light and few changes had been 

made to lighthouse design by 1584, when Henri III, King of France, instructed 

engineer-architect Louis de Foix to construct a lighthouse on the small islet of 

Cordouan near the ancient port city of Bordeaux, on the western coast of France.59  

Completed in 1610, this lighthouse had several separate levels (figure 2.2).   

                                                 
53 Romer, 55.  
 
54 Banks, 186-187.  
 
55 Ibid., 187.  
 
56 Stevenson, 8-10. 
   
57 Holland, 2. 
 
58 Stevenson, 187.  
 
59 Worthylake and Blanchard.  
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John Smeaton studied the lighthouse at Cordouan in the 1750s in preparation 

for his lighthouse at Eddystone.  At this time the Tour de Cordouan was considered 

“the most remarkable amongst the moderns.”60  A description of the Tour de 

Cordouan was given by Smeaton in his A Narrative of the Building and a Description 

of the Construction of the Edystone Lighthouse: 

[A building of] different stories and apartments being highly furnished, 
and ornamented within and without… There are four different stories that 
principally distinguish themselves on the outside, and are ornamented with 
columns, of different orders.  Those at the base story are Doric, the next seem 
to be a species of Ionic, the third Corinthian, and the uppermost, which 
ornament the lantern, are of the Composite order.61 

The structure was criticized in 1753 by the French engineer Bernard Forest de Bélidor 

who lamented that “such a great profusion of ornaments should have been bestowed 

upon so inhospitable a place.”62  Smeaton, however, defended this elaborate building: 

Had this building been erected at the cost of private adventurers; their 
endeavours no doubt ought to have merited the approbation of their fellow 
citizens, though they had contented themselves with merely doing what was 
necessary; provided they had not stopped short of doing this in the best way: 
but this work appears to have been undertaken and carried out by a Series of 
Kings, who probably had the Pharos of Alexandria in view; the Tour de 
Cordoüan must have been intended by them, not only as a work of public 
utility, but as a work of Magnificence.63 

This statement alluded to the more straightforward design of Smeaton’s Eddystone 

Lighthouse, which was erected at the cost of private adventurers.  More importantly, 

however, it shows that the Tour de Cordouan was built not only as a lighthouse but as 

a monument to France.  This building followed the tradition of buildings erected by 

public funds at that time, “that they should be a credit to the period of their 

                                                 
60 Smeaton, Narrative, 4.  
 
61 Ibid., 5. 
  
62 Ibid., 6. 
  
63 Ibid.  
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construction and excite the admiration of posterity.”64  The importance given to the 

style of this lighthouse is evident in the well known 1612 engraving of the building by 

architect Claude Chatillon (figure 2.2).65  While the completed lighthouse had a 

parapet surrounding its base to protect it from erosion, Chatillon preserved the 

elevation of the building by choosing a very unnatural view, “a view that might only 

be glimpsed by a seabird in flight.”66  Most illustrations of this lighthouse rely on 

similar views, rather than showing it from the surface of the sea, which hides the base 

level completely.  

This lighthouse underwent a major renovation in 1788 to elevate the light.67  

This renovation and the current form of the Tour de Cordouan are examined in detail 

in the third section of this chapter because it was influenced by John Smeaton’s 

Eddystone Lighthouse. 

The First Eddystone Lighthouse 

The Eddystone Rocks are a grouping of rocks located in the English Channel, 

near Plymouth, England.  These rocks are difficult to see and “even at low-water 

during day-light little of the Eddystone reef [appears] above the sea surface.”68  This 

nearly invisible trap had been the site for many fatal shipwrecks before the first 

lighthouse was erected at Eddystone in 1698 (figure 2.3). 

The need for a lighthouse at Eddystone was recognized long before the first 

one was built, but the construction of a lighthouse there was considered 

impracticable.69  In 1692, Walter Whitfield submitted a proposal to Trinity House, the 

organization responsible for lighthouses in England, to construct a lighthouse upon the 
                                                 

64 Stevenson, 31-32.  
 
65 Ibid., 35.  
 
66 Ibid., 35.  
 
67 Barnes, 3555. 
  
68 Stevenson, 113-114.  
 
69 Ibid., 113-115.  
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Eddystone Rocks.  In 1694, Trinity House obtained a Crown patent to construct the 

lighthouse and collect dues for its operation and contracted with Whitfield to 

undertake the work.  By 1695, Whitfield had abandoned the project, and Henry 

Winstanley, who had lost two ships at Eddystone that year and was intrigued by the 

idea of a lighthouse at Eddystone, elected to design and construct the lighthouse.  

Winstanley was known in Essex as a mechanical genius and exhibited elaborate 

contraptions “for public show” at Hyde Park Corner in London.70  The first lighthouse 

designed by Winstanley was completed in 1698, but, seeing that the structure was 

often overtopped by waves, Winstanley “removed the whole superstructure” and 

replaced it with one that was more substantial in 1699 (figure 2.7).71   

Winstanley’s two structures are occasionally regarded as separate lighthouses, 

but this study considers them together as the first Eddystone Lighthouse as most 

researchers have done.  The fullest account of Winstanley’s lighthouse was provided 

by John Smeaton in 1791, in his A Narrative of the Building and a Description of the 

Construction of the Edystone Lighthouse: 

The base is supposed completely to contain the original stone base of 16 feet 
diameter, which with the addition of four feet all round, makes the base of this 
second structure to be 24 feet diameter; and it appears to be partially round, 
and in part a polygon: but the works above the base are evidently upon a 
dodecagonal plan, or polygon of 12 sides, till they rise to the base of the look-
out room, where, with all above, the building assumes an octagonal figure.72 

The first Eddystone Lighthouse, built by Henry Winstanley, followed lighthouse 

designs of the time and consisted of different levels of dodecagonal and octagonal 

form, although they were not clearly delineated from the exterior.  Modern lighthouse 

historians have commented that this structure, with “its several mechanical 

appendages,” was “more suitable to an Oriental cemetery than a lighthouse.”73  

                                                 
70 Smeaton, Narrative, 13.  
 
71 Stevenson, 115. 
  
72 Smeaton, Narrative, 16. 
 
73 Barnes, 3556.  
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However, its appendages and whimsical design, often thought to be unsuitable to an 

exposed lighthouse and not as strong as later, simpler lighthouses, were not the cause 

of the lighthouse’s destruction in 1703.74   

The story of this lighthouse’s destruction was well known among the “old 

people at Plymouth” during Smeaton’s visit in 1756, and was included in his 

Narrative of the Building: 

Mr. WINSTANLEY being amongst his friends previous to going off 
with his workmen, on account of [repairs to the lighthouse]; the danger being 
intimated to him, and that one day or other the Lighthouse would certainly be 
overset [by a large wave]; he replied, “He was so very well assured of the 
strength of his building, he should only wish with to be there in the greatest 
storm that ever blew under the face of the heavens, that he might see what 
effect it would have upon the structure.” 

It happened that Mr. WINSTANLEY was but too amply granted in this 
wish; for while he was there with his workmen and light keepers, that dreadful 
storm began, which raged the most violently upon the 26th November 1703 in 
the night; and of all the accounts of the kind, which history furnishes us with, 
we have none that has exceeded this in Great Britain, or was more injurious or 
extensive in its devastation. 

The next morning, November 27th, when the violence of the storm was 
so much abated, that it could be seen whether the Lighthouse had suffered by 
it, nothing appeared standing; but, upon a nearer inspection, some of the large 
irons, whereby the work was fixed upon the rock; or were any of the people, or 
any of the materials of the building, ever found afterwards; save only part of an 
iron chain, which had got so fast jambed into a chink of the rock, that it could 
never afterwards be disengaged, till it was cut out in the year 1756.75 

Smeaton also commented upon finding some of the anchoring bolts from the 

foundation of Winstanley’s lighthouse and deduced that “Mr. WINSTANLEY’S 

building was overset all together; and that it had torn up a portion of the rock itself 

along with it.”76  Therefore the confidence that Winstanley had expressed in the 

strength of his lighthouse was not misplaced.  Many scholars agree that the whole 

structure was likely still intact when it disappeared into the ocean and that only the 
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system devised for securing the structure to the rock had failed.77  Rebuilding a 

lighthouse at Eddystone that could withstand the force of the waves led to the design 

of the modern lighthouse tower, one that appeared as “a simple cone without any 

projections.”78   

The Eddystone Lighthouses of 1709 and 1759 
 The first Eddystone Lighthouse, built by Henry Winstanley in 1698 and 

destroyed in 1703, served primarily “to shew [sic.] mankind that the erection of a 

building upon the Edystone [sic.] was not in itself [impracticable].”79  After the 

destruction of this lighthouse, the lack of a light there was felt “even more keenly than 

before the advantages [of a lighthouse] had been enjoyed.”80  Although the need for a 

lighthouse at Eddystone was appreciated, Trinity House was not willing to undertake 

such a work. 

 Fortunately two individuals, Colonel John Lovett and his friend John Rudyerd, 

accepted the challenge.81  Rudyerd, with the aid of two expert shipwrights, designed 

the second Eddystone Lighthouse, which lasted for nearly fifty years.  While the 

greater longevity of this lighthouse was primarily due to a more substantial anchoring 

to the rock, Rudyerd’s simple design of an unadorned conical tower succeeded in 

providing minimal resistance to the forces of waves.82  After the destruction of 

Rudyerd’s lighthouse in 1755, not by water but by fire, the third Eddystone 

Lighthouse was designed by John Smeaton. 83  This became the best known of the 

lighthouses at Eddystone, and has been largely responsible for John Smeaton’s present 
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reputation as the “father of Civil Engineering.”84  Smeaton followed the guidelines set 

forth by Rudyerd, and further developed the idea of a conical lighthouse by widening 

the base and reducing the diameter of the upper tower to produce greater stability.  

These two lighthouses marked the emergence of the modern lighthouse tower.   

The following accounts of these two lighthouses will focus primarily on 

Smeaton’s Narrative of the Building to establish the designers’ intentions.  Smeaton’s 

account of Rudyerd’s lighthouse is the best surviving evidence of that design; the only 

publication made by John Rudyerd related to his lighthouse was a print with an 

elevation and section of the structure.85  The public opinion of both Rudyerd’s 

lighthouse and Smeaton’s lighthouse are also provided by Smeaton in his Narrative of 

the Building.  Examining this document establishes not only the designers’ intents but 

also the opinions of the general public. 

Rudyerd’s Eddystone Lighthouse, 1709 

 After the destruction of Winstanley’s lighthouse, the need for another 

lighthouse at Eddystone was evident.  Colonel John Lovett, a Member of the Irish 

Parliament, who “sought an investment for his wife’s dowry of £5,000 and calculated 

that a lighthouse on the Eddystone should yield a free profit of £700 a year,” 

volunteered to make an attempt.86  Lovett’s friend John Rudyerd, a silk-mercer who 

had experience with mechanics and building materials, was chosen to design the 

lighthouse.  Rudyerd enlisted the aid of two expert shipwrights, Smith and Norcutt, 

although there is no evidence that they influenced his design. 

 The wooden lighthouse designed by Rudyerd, which appeared as “a simple 

cone without any projections that might catch the seas,” except for an outside stair and 

“a small cornice to throw off water” below the lantern, was completed in 1709 (figure 
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2.4).87  The only publication by Rudyerd concerning his lighthouse was a very rare 

“print entitled a Prospect and Section of the LIGHTHOUSE on the EDYSTONE 

ROCK off of PLYMOUTH; and he dedicated it to Thomas Earl of PEMBROKE, then 

Lord High Admiral of Great Britain and Ireland (figure 2.8).”88  Although this print 

does not reveal a great deal about Rudyerd’s design intent, a motto given on the print, 

“‘Furit natura, coercet ars,’ which was as much to say that Nature might rage as much 

as she chose, but Art would compel her to be quiet,” shows that Rudyerd saw his 

lighthouse design as artistic and that he believed it strong enough to endure nature’s 

fury.89  The simple design of this lighthouse did prove strong enough to endure the 

waves and storms for forty-seven years but was destroyed on December 2, 1755, not 

by water but by fire.            

John Smeaton, the designer of the third Eddystone Lighthouse described this 

structure: 

the main column of this building consisted of one simple figure, being an 
elegant Frustum of a cone, unbroken by any projecting ornament, or anything 
whereon the violence of the storms could lay hold; being, exclusive of its 
sloping foundation, 22 feet 8 inches upon its largest circular base; 61 feet high 
above that circular base; and 14 feet 3 inches in diameter at the top; so that the 
circular base was somewhat greater than one-third of the total height, and the 
diameter at top was somewhat less than two thirds of the base at the greatest 
circle.90     

While this general description is straightforward, in explaining the finer details of 

Rudyerd’s design, Smeaton often appeared critical and reluctant to admit a scientific 

basis for Rudyerd’s choices.   
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John Rudyerd’s lighthouse marked the first time that a simple conical 

lighthouse tower had been erected.  Most historians and engineers have recognized the 

ingenuity of this design and some have considered Rudyerd “the father of modern 

lighthouse design.”91  Smeaton, however, claims that Rudyerd chose the simple 

conical form for his lighthouse for its appearance more than any other reason: 

instead of a polygon he chose a circle for the outline of his building, and 
carried up the elevation in that form… He seems to have adopted ideas the 
very reverse of his predecessor; for all of the unwieldy ornaments at top, the 
open gallery, the projecting cranes, and other contrivances, more for ornament 
and pleasure, than use, Mr. RUDYERD laid totally aside; he saw that how 
beautiful soever [sic.] ornaments might be in themselves, yet when they are 
improperly applied and out of place; by affecting the shew [sic.] of a taste, 
they betray ignorance of its first principle, Judgment: for whatever deviates 
from propriety is erroneous, and at best insipid. 92   

The ingenuity of Rudyerd’s design is reduced to little more than taste, and no practical 

reasons for choosing the conical form are proposed.   Patrick Barnes, an engineer in 

the United States Coast Guard, however, has credited Rudyerd with developing five 

principles that have governed the design of lighthouses well into the twentieth 

century.93  These five principles, listed at the beginning of this chapter, specify that the 

conical form of the lighthouse tower was chosen “to provide the least resistance to 

fluid forces.”94  Clearly Rudyerd considered more than simply appearance when 

choosing the form for his lighthouse.  Unfortunately Rudyerd did not publish an 

account of his building which might have explained his decisions, but this marked the 

first appearance of the stereotypical lighthouse tower. 

It is clear Rudyerd understood that the first Eddystone Lighthouse failed at its 

foundation because he took steps to better secure his lighthouse to the rock.  Rudyerd 

bored thirty-six holes, three times the number used by Winstanley, up to thirty inches 
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in depth for the chief connections, and “200 more to take subsidiary iron branches” to 

secure his lighthouse to the Eddystone.95  In addition, Rudyerd placed several courses 

of Cornish Moor-stone at the base of his structure to increase its weight.  Smeaton 

seemed genuinely impressed that Rudyerd “laid hold of the great principle of 

Engineery [sic.], that WEIGHT is the most naturally and effectually resisted by 

WEIGHT.”96  Smeaton also explained exactly how the Moor-stones worked to affect 

this principle: 

[Rudyerd] considered that all of his joints being pervious to water, and that 
though a great part of the ground joint of the whole mass, was in contact with 
the rock, yet many parts of it could not be accurately so; and therefore, that 
whatever parts of the ground joint were not in perfect contact, so as to exclude 
the water therefrom, though the separation was only by the thickness of a piece 
of post-paper, yet if capable of receiving water in a fluid state, the action of a 
wave upon it edgewise, would upon the principles of Hydrostatics, produce an 
equal effect towards lifting it upwards, as if it acted immediately upon so much 
area of the bottom, as was not in close contact. 

The more effectually therefore to counteract every tendency of the 
seas to move the building, in any direction, he determined to interpose strata of 
Cornish Moor-stone between those of wood; and accordingly having raised his 
foundation solid, two courses above the top of the rock, he then put on five 
courses, of one foot thick each, of the Moor-stone… to introduce as much 
weight as possible.97 

Rudyerd clearly understood some mechanics and engineering, and used this 

knowledge in the design of his lighthouse.  Smeaton’s patronizing tone in describing 

Rudyerd’s Eddystone Lighthouse, however, is the best surviving reference to his 

design intent since “[Rudyerd] never recorded what he did.”98  Fortunately, however, 

Smeaton also included a few anecdotes in his report of Rudyerd’s lighthouse that are 

less biased. 
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 One of the best anecdotes in ascribing the public opinion of Rudyerd’s 

lighthouse tells of the construction of the lighthouse and of the workmen being 

kidnapped from Eddystone: 

LOUIS the XIV being at war with England, during the proceeding with the 
building, a French privateer took the men at work upon the Edystone rock, 
together with their tools, and carried them to France; and the captain was in 
expectation of a reward for the achievement.  While the captives lay in prison, 
the transaction reached the ears of the monarch: He immediately ordered them 
to be released, and the captors to be put in their place; declaring, that though he 
was at war with England, he was not at war with mankind; he therefore 
directed the men to be sent back to their work with presents; observing that the 
Edystone Lighthouse was so situated, as to be of equal service to all nations 
having occasion to navigate the channel that divides France from England.99 

This anecdote illustrated that lighthouses were no longer being considered as 

monuments for their respective country, but that they were now being understood as 

aids to humanity.  This shift in the way lighthouses were perceived may have also led 

to the development of simpler lighthouse designs.  Unfortunately when researching the 

authenticity of this tale in France, lighthouse historian D. Alan Stevenson could not 

confirm its legitimacy.100  Based on its frequent use and the claim by Smeaton that it 

had “been related to [him] by such a variety of persons” suggests some truth to the 

story.101 

After the completion of the lighthouse in 1709, nearly fifty years passed 

without much incident or any major repairs being required of the structure.  The next 

anecdote given by Smeaton concerning the lighthouse’s structure illustrated the “fatal 

catastrophe of this celebrated building.”102  Although it was not possible to investigate 

the actual cause of the fire, Smeaton believed that “the whole building being of wood, 

and the heat of the candles in the lantern considerable, and this repeated every night 
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for between 40 and 50 years together, we may suppose that the wood above them… 

[was] brought into a perfect state of dryness and inflammability.”103  The result of this 

dryness and the soot covering the wood of the lantern was seen on the morning of 

December 2, 1755: 

when the lightkeeper then upon the watch (about two o’clock in the morning of 
the second of December) went into the lantern as usual to snuff the candles, he 
found the whole in a smoke; and upon opening the door of the lantern into the 
balcony, a flame instantly burst from the inside of the cupola; he immediately 
endeavoured to alarm [the other two lightkeepers]; but as they being in bed and 
asleep, were not so ready in coming to his assistance as the occasion 
required.—As there were always some leathern buckets kept in the house, and 
a tub of water in the lantern; he attempted as speedily as possible to extinguish 
the fire in the cupola, by throwing water from the balcony with a leather 
bucket, upon the outside cover of lead: by this time, his comrades approaching, 
he encouraged them to fetch up water with the leather buckets from the sea; 
but as the height would be at a medium full 70 feet, this, added to the natural 
consternation that must attend such a sudden and totally unexpected event, 
would occasion this business of bringing up water, at the best to go on but 
slowly.  Meanwhile, the flames gathering strength every moment, and the poor 
man, though making use of every exertion, having the water to throw full four 
yards higher than his own head, to be of any service; we must by no means be 
surprised, that under all these difficulties, the fire, instead of being soon 
extinguished, would increase.104  

Soon the fire was seen by fisherman near the shore, and the fishermen came to the 

lighthouse and retrieved the three lightkeepers, who “were found sitting in the hole or 

cave on the East side of the rock.”105  This marked the destruction of the second 

Eddystone Lighthouse by fire, “an element, not so much as thought of as an 

Enemy.”106  While addressing the affects of water on the lighthouse, through its 

conical shape and the added weight of the Moor-stones, there was no thought given to 

protecting the lighthouse from fire.   
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Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse, 1759 

 After the destruction of the second Eddystone Lighthouse, the lease on the site, 

obtained by Lovett in 1706, still had more than fifty years remaining, and the current 

proprieters of the lease “immediately applied themselves… towards the erecting of 

another Lighthouse… both for themselves and the public.”107  The ownership of the 

lease was at that time divided among three families, the Cheethams, Hofsleggers, and 

the Westons.  The majority holder of the lease was Mr. Robert Weston, Esquire, who 

“had the utmost trust and confidence reposed in him by the whole body of the 

proprietors” concerning decisions about the new lighthouse.108  Weston applied to “the 

late Earl of MACCLESFIELD, the then President of the Royal Society [of London]” 

for the recommendation of a designer.109  Members of The Royal Society were known 

for producing “the most important inventions, applicable to the greatest purposes of 

human life,” making this an appropriate place to seek a designer for the lighthouse, a 

project that Weston did not wish to be advertised: 

[Weston] considered that this was not a work proper to be advertised; or put 
into the hands of a general undertaker in the building way; and that it would 
not be better for the ornaments to be derived from the five Orders; that it was a 
work of a very peculiar kind… that it required a person who would not stand in 
need of being led by the actual execution of a familiar performance; but who 
solely from the nature of the thing, would be likely to find out the proper 
methods of executing a building of the like kind, with that, which had 
approved itself upon an experience of near 50 years.110 

Lord Macclesfield recommended John Smeaton, who was contacted through his friend 

Mr. B. Wilson by letter in early January 1756.  Smeaton included an account of his 

reaction to this news in his Narrative of the Building, first published in 1791: 

I had at that time, but barely heard that the Edystone [sic] Lighthouse was 
destroyed by Fire; and having seen a popular print of it, I understood that it 
was a building very critically placed out at sea, upon a single rock: but as I had 
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no doubt that its foundation part at least, was built with Stone, though its upper 
works had the appearance of timber, I could not readily conceive how it could 
be totally destroyed.  I concluded therefore, that the object was to repair or 
restore the Upper Works: and therefore I received the call without joy, or 
indeed much emotion of any kind; concluding, as most public works of 
consequence were undertaken upon advertisements, that I should return to 
London to give my proposals along with other candidates. 
 I therefore returned my friend for answer, that I supposed it was meant 
I should go back to town in order to form a scheme, which if it had the good 
luck to be thought preferable to that of others, I was to be employed in the 
Repair of the building: if this was the case, I had engagements and prospects 
before me, that I could not leave upon any uncertainty; but that if I was 
absolutely chosen to this business, I should think it so great an honour done 
me, that in one month I would divert myself of all other engagements, and 
attend the gentlemen in town.  To this I received an answer from my friend, 
even more laconic than before.  That it was a total demolition, and that as 
NATHAN said unto DAVID, “Thou art the Man.”111 

This anecdote illustrates not only that Smeaton had been chosen entirely upon the 

recommendation of Lord Macclesfield, but also that Rudyerd’s lighthouse was well 

known, to the extent that several prints had been made of it.  Smeaton returned to 

London in late February to design the new lighthouse.  Unlike Winstanley and 

Rudyerd, Smeaton, in 1791, published an account of his lighthouse design in his 

Narrative of the Building.  This Narrative, requested by the gentlemen who employed 

him included everything he had learnt from the previous lighthouses at Eddystone 

along with the details of Smeaton’s design.112 

 From his first meeting with Mr. Weston, Smeaton was urged to pursue a 

replication of Rudyerd’s design, which had lasted for nearly fifty years.  Smeaton 

however desired to improve upon the earlier design, and, if this were possible, the 

proprietors of the lease agreed: 

if there was a possibility of rebuilding the Lighthouse in any better or more 
durable manner than it had been, though almost half of the lease from the 
CORPORATION of TRINITY HOUSE was then expired,… they should think 
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themselves bound, for the sake of posterity, to do every thing [sic.] that lay in 
their power to render the new building not only effectual in their own time, but 
as permanent as possible.113 

Smeaton proposed that the construction of the new lighthouse be made entirely of 

stone, which had “a greater natural permanence of materials than wood and would not 

be liable to destruction by fire.”114  This proposal was accepted by Weston and the 

others, who warned, however, that few changes to the design should be made: 

they would make no objection to any reasonable expence [sic.] in procuring 
that durability and safety, which would be the evident result, if a building with 
stone could be effectually established; yet they properly observed, that as the 
late building had fully answered the end, for almost half a century; were any 
thing [sic.] to fail, incase [sic.] they altered the mode of the structure for any 
Reason whatever, however laudable, they should be condemned by the 
public.115 

The warning from the proprieters concerning changes to Rudyerd’s design illustrated 

again that Rudyerd’s lighthouse was well known and appreciated by the general 

public.  The greater endurance of this lighthouse compared to the earlier lighthouse 

designed by Winstanley was responsible for the public’s association of this conical 

form with ideas of durability and safety. 

 The strength of the former building had been thought a result of the elasticity 

of the wooden structure, which would rock violently in great storms.  Smeaton stated 

that “a stone building could not be expected to [give], unless in the case of a total 

overthrow.”116  If Smeaton’s building could “not give way to the Sea, the Sea must 

give way to the building.”117 Appreciating the desire to repeat the conical appearance 

of the former structure, Smeaton, who had gained the proprietors’ approval to design a 

stone lighthouse, began investigating how to increase the stability of a conical tower 
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against horizontal forces.  He began by enlarging the diameter of the base and 

decreasing the diameter of the upper tower.  It was then, according to Smeaton, that 

“the natural figure of the waist or bole of a large Spreading Oak, presented itself to 

[his] imagination.”118  This inspiration of a large oak tree ultimately led to the final 

design of Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse (figure 2.9).  Smeaton elaborates in his 

Narrative of the Building why the oak tree was a symbol of strength: 

Let us for a moment consider this tree: suppose at twelve or fifteen feet above 
its base, its branches out in every direction, and forms a large bushy top, as we 
often observe.  This top, when full of leaves, is subject to a very great impulse 
from the agitation of violent winds; yet partly by its elasticity, and partly by the 
natural strength arising from its figure, it resists them all… it is very rare that 
we hear of such a tree being torn up by the roots.  Let us now consider its 
particular figure.—Connected with its roots, which lie hid below the ground, it 
rises from the surface thereof with a huge swelling base, which at the height of 
one diameter is generally reduced by an elegant curve, concave to the eye, to a 
diameter less by at least one-third and sometimes to half of its original base.  
From thence its taper diminishing more slow, its sides by degrees come into a 
perpendicular, and for some height forms a cylinder… we can hardly doubt but 
that every section of the tree is nearly of an equal strength in proportion to 
what it has to resist: and were we to lop off its principal boughs, and expose it 
in that state to a rapid current of water, we should find it as much capable of 
resisting the action of the heavier fluid, when divested of the greatest part of its 
cloathing [sic.]… and hence we may derive an idea of what the proper shape of 
a column of the greatest Stability ought to be, to resist the action of external 
violence.119 

Seeing the form of a bare oak tree as the ideal column, Smeaton developed his 

lighthouse to imitate that form, which still preserved Rudyerd’s familiar conical tower.  

Furthering the idea of a tree, Smeaton dovetailed the steps that Rudyerd had cut into 

the Eddystone, so that his lighthouse would be “rooted in the rock.”120   

After convincing the proprietors that a stone structure was possible, and that 

“the Lighthouse [would] have the same general Form and Conveniences as the last,” 
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Smeaton left for Plymouth, the town nearest the Eddystone Rocks.121  Although 

Smeaton had been able to convince his employers that a stone lighthouse was possible 

at Eddystone, most people were not quick to see this decision as an improvement.  Mr. 

Josias Jessop, a shipwright familiar with Rudyerd’s lighthouse and found by Smeaton 

to be “a competent draughtsman and an excellent modeler," expressed his concerns of 

a stone lighthouse: 

I soon hinted the probability of building the house with stone, at which 
[Jessop] seemed much surprised, and asked me, how I meant to fasten the 
outside Timbers: I told him, that if it was built with stone, I meant to use no 
timber at all about it; at which he was astonished, and said, it would be 
impracticable in that situation; or if it could be done, it would not stand: but on 
endeavoring to come at his reasons for thinking so, I found it was no other than 
an idea of security, which had been generally conceived to have arisen, from 
the rocking of the late wooden house.—After shewing [sic.] him the sketches 
of my design, and explaining the same to him, as I had done to the Proprietors, 
he seemed to be tolerably satisfied.122 

Smeaton’s design for a stone lighthouse at Eddystone was completed in 1759 (figure 

2.10).  Smeaton recalled in his Narrrative of the Building, written in 1791, that this 

contradicted “popular opinion; which was, that nothing but WOOD could possibly 

stand upon the Edystone [sic.],” and that “the storms which the building had now 

sustained, without… damage, convinced us, and everyone, of the stability of the 

Stone-Lighthouse.”123  The public had accepted Smeaton’s stone tower as a success, 

and the interest shown in this building led not only to Smeaton publishing an account 

of its design but also to the use of this lighthouse’s distinctive conical shape in other 

lighthouses throughout the world.124 
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John Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse was not removed until 1877, when the 

rock itself had weakened from erosion.125  The lighthouse’s structure was relocated to 

nearby Plymouth Hoe, a large park along the coast, where it was re-erected as a 

historic landmark (figure 2.11).  The recognition that Smeaton received for his 

Eddystone Lighthouse led Trinity House to invite Smeaton on several occasions to 

discuss the designs of future lighthouses in a variety of materials.126  Smeaton was also 

chosen to superintend, inspect, order, and direct the construction of many lighthouses 

in England.  While Smeaton was ultimately responsible for many lighthouses, bridges, 

harbor mills, and other civil engineering projects, the Eddystone Lighthouse is 

generally regarded as his greatest achievement; the lighthouse is visible in the best 

known painting of Smeaton and a relief of the lighthouse was placed on his memorial 

in the old parish church of Whitkirk (figure 2.12).127  However, the greatest testament 

to his achievement at Eddystone was the use of this distinctive form in lighthouses 

throughout Europe and the United States. 

The Influence of Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse 
Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse, completed in 1759, influenced future 

lighthouse design throughout the world.  The great interest shown in this design led 

Smeaton to publish A Narrative of the Building and a Description of the Construction 

of the Eddystone Lighthouse in 1791; this Narrative provided an explanation for 

Smeaton’s design along with all that he had learnt from the previous lighthouses at 

Eddystone.128  While the actual purpose of this report was to provide an account of the 

building in case “any future… accident should unhappily cause… [its] destruction,” 

Smeaton had a different purpose for writing his Narrative: 
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it would surely be more creditable that the building should be permanent, then 
that it should be said to be well contrived, and the means of its restoration well 
described: and further, though the situation of this building is so peculiar, that 
there may not in the whole world be an occasion of erecting a structure 
perfectly similar; yet I myself always found, that exact accounts of buildings 
which were in any degree remarkable, and actually executed, were much more 
intuitive to my mind, than systematical writings: and when a new method of 
operation, or a new Idea is once set forth, it is impossible to say, to how many 
good purposes it may by ingenious men be applied.129 

After Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse had proven itself in many storms, Trinity 

House requested for Smeaton to design numerous lighthouses throughout England.130  

The similarity of these lighthouses to the Eddystone Lighthouse, like the one built at 

Spurn Point in 1766, was expected (figure 2.13).   The influence of Smeaton’s design, 

however, was also expressed in lighthouse design throughout Europe and in the United 

States. 

Lighthouses in Europe 

European lighthouse design changed considerably after the completion of the 

third Eddystone Lighthouse in 1759.  Architects and engineers from all over Europe 

came to inspect this lighthouse, and subsequent lighthouses built in Europe appeared 

very similar to the one at Eddystone. 131   

The most dramatic adaptation of this conical form was seen in the renovation 

of the Tour de Cordouan, which was previously studied in the first section of this 

chapter.  The Tour de Cordouan, near the western coast of France, had been regarded 

as the greatest of the modern lighthouses at the time Smeaton was designing his 

lighthouse at Eddystone (figure 2.2).  In 1788, this lighthouse underwent a renovation 

to elevate the light, so that it could be seen from further away.132 The upper part of the 
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131 Witney, 36. 
 
132 Worthylake and Blanchard.  
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lighthouse was removed and replaced with “a higher and less ornate column of stone” 

(figure 2.14).133  This new tower was much more ornate than Smeaton’s Eddystone 

Lighthouse, however, so that it would compliment de Foix’s original design for the 

Tour de Cordouan.  The new light was put into service in 1790 and is still in operation. 

The Bell Rock Lighthouse in Scotland, completed in 1811, was a more literal 

adaptation of Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse (figure 2.15).134  This lighthouse was 

designed by Robert Stevenson; the Stevenson family was later regarded as the leaders 

in lighthouse engineering.  The need for a lighthouse at Bell Rock, which is a grouping 

of completely submerged sandstone rocks off of Scotland’s East Coast, compelled 

Stevenson to travel to Eddystone and observe Smeaton’s work in the early 1800s.  For 

Stevenson the trip to Eddystone was “part research, part pilgrimage,” because that 

lighthouse “had provided him with inspiration for years.” 135  Stevenson’s design for 

the Bell Rock Lighthouse closely followed Smeaton’s design for Eddystone.  The 

recognition that Stevenson received at the completion of Bell Rock was similar to that 

of Smeaton, and the Stevenson family quickly became known as prominent lighthouse 

engineers (figure 2.16).  The Stevensons became responsible for lighthouse design 

throughout Scotland and other parts of the world: 

Japan, for instance, hired a Stevenson, from the famous family of Scottish 
engineers, to build one lighthouse.  The Japanese so liked the light they built 
an extensive system of lights copying this design, never again needing outside 
help.136 

The world followed Europe’s lead for lighthouse design during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries.  It was not surprising that the United States and Canada, which 

were originally founded as British colonies, followed England’s lead in lighthouse 
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structures.  The following section examines some of the early lighthouses built in the 

United States and their relationship to Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse. 

 Lighthouses in the United States 

The first lighthouse built in what is now the United States was a lighthouse 

near Boston, constructed in 1716 (figure 2.17).137  This tall, slender tower followed the 

conical form of Rudyerd’s lighthouse, which had received great fame in Europe, and 

was constructed of stone which had been brought from England.  In 1775, during the 

Revolutionary War, this lighthouse was destroyed by American troops to prevent its 

use by the British.  A more substantial tower that resembles Smeaton’s Eddystone 

Lightouse was erected at the site in 1789 (figure 2.18). 

A total of twelve lighthouses had been built by the colonies by 1789, when the 

new United States Government authorized the creation of the U.S. Lighthouse 

Establishment to operate and maintain the nation’s lighthouses.138  All of these 

lighthouses were conical except for one; the Sandy Hook Lighthouse (1764) near 

Sandy Hook, New Jersey was octagonal.  Since timber was abundant and easily 

worked, wood was used for most of these early lighthouses, and very few have 

survived into the present. 

For the first several years that lighthouses were placed under the control of the 

federal government, high officials took a direct interest in their design and 

construction.139  Records show that Presidents Washington, Adams, and Jefferson 

personally approved the lighthouses that were constructed under their administrations.  

In 1802, supervision of the nation’s lighthouses was placed under the Revenue 

Department.  Responsibility for lighthouses changed several times until it was placed 

under the Treasury Department in 1820.  Almost no descriptions or explanations are 

given for lighthouse design in the United States, but the frequent observations of 
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English lighthouses to improve the United States’ lighthouse operations suggests that 

U.S. lighthouse designs were also influenced by England’s lighthouses.     

The fifth auditor of the treasury, Stephen Pleasonton, remained in charge of 

U.S. Lighthouses until control was given to the Lighthouse Board in 1852.  During 

this time, Pleasonton often pointed “with great pride to the economy with which he 

operated the lighthouse establishment” and showed Congress that the United States 

lighthouses were operated at less than half the cost that Trinity House operated 

English lighthouses with.140  Pleasonton had failed to recognize that the English had a 

first-class lighthouse system and that United States lighthouses left a lot to be desired.  

Many articles pertaining to lighthouses, however, still treated them as a source of 

pride.  Robert Mills, who wrote an extensive report on United States Lighthouses in 

1832, stated that the reason for his report was the “national pride… [and] national 

interest” shown in the lighthouses and the “growing commerce of our Republic.”141  

For those people who relied upon the lighthouses, however, they were a source of 

complaint.  According to lighthouse historian F. Ross Holland, Jr., Pleasonton was 

concerned with economy rather than efficiency and “failed to recognize that he was 

dealing with lives and that his responsibility was to the seamen in seeing the best aid 

that was possible to him when he sailed in American waters.”142   Congress eventually 

reacted to the numerous complaints and inspected U.S. and English lighthouses in 

1838.  In 1847, Congress placed the Corps of Engineers in charge of the construction 

of six lighthouses, and in 1851, Congress authorized the inspection of U.S. lighthouses 

again by two high-ranking naval officers.  These inspections led to the creation of the 

Lighthouse Board in 1852. 
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Information on the result of the study of English lighthouses was published in 

January of 1847 in DeBow’s Review, a monthly publication pertaining to agricultural, 

commercial, and industrial progress and resources: 

Two officers of the American Navy were lately sent to Europe to visit 
the principal lights, and examine the systems in use in England and on the 
continent.  The results of their investigation were little creditable to our 
advance in these matters as contrasted with the advance of others, and the 
examiners prepared and presented elaborate reports for the use of Congress and 
the country. 

In the construction of our light houses and in the arrangement of lamps, 
are the chief deficiencies manifest… The report of the Secretaries of the 
Treasury contain some interesting particulars… the whole system to be placed 
under the direction and charge of a Bureau consisting of several military and 
naval officers, surveyors and engineers.143  

In October of the same year, DeBow’s Review published another article detailing the 

lighthouse organizations of Europe and European lighthouse construction: 

The great and interesting subject of notice is the extensive corporation 
of Trinity House.  It has in its charge all the public lights and buoys on the 
coast of England… It consists of thirty-one members, eleven being honorary 
and the others active, viz: retired captains of the commercial marine, &c… A 
civil engineer is employed for draughting [sic.] all plans and directing the 
works; and a scientific man to experiment in relation to combustibles, lights 
and towers, oils, etc., etc… 
… Those [lighthouses] of England are most perfect and solid – the old being of 
cut-stone, the new of hard brick.  Economy is not considered, but durability 
and beauty…. 
 Cast-iron towers are being gradually introduced, and have been built at 
Jamaica, Bermuda, and Ceylon.  “The chief alleged advantage of the cast-iron 
over the stone and brick towers are these: cheapness, facility of erection in any 
place, greater strength against vibrations in hurricanes, freedom from injury by 
lightning in tropical climates, and against the chances of earthquakes or fire.” 
 “The light-house towers of France are constructed in the most 
substantial and perfect manner possible, without there being any appearance of 
unnecessary or wasteful expenditure… in short, nothing could combine greater 
perfection in stability, in usefulness, and a proper economy, than is perceptible 

                                                 
143 J.D.B. DeBow, “American Lighthouses,” DeBow’s Review, Agricultural, commercial, industrial 

progress and resources, Vol. 3 Issue 1(January 1847), 86-87. 



Texas Tech University, Randy Wallace, Jr., May 2009 

38 

in everything connected with the lighthouses visited by us on the coasts of 
France.”144 

In 1852, the U.S. again followed the example of England, and Congress created the 

Lighthouse Board, which consisted of naval officers, engineers, and scientists, and 

divided the country’s coast into several districts, which could be managed locally.  

The new materials seen in England and some new types of lighthouses were also 

introduced in the United States, but the primary lighthouse type remained the conical 

lighthouse tower.  This form had allegedly been perfected in England by 1882.145 

 The Lighthouse Board, made up of nine members, proved too cumbersome in 

overseeing the nation’s lighthouses, and in 1910, the supervision of lighthouses was 

moved to the Bureau of Lighthouses, administered by George R. Putnam.146  A report 

published by Putnam in 1915 summarized the purpose for reorganizing the supervision 

of U.S. Lighthouses: 

As a period of five years has passed since the reorganization of the 
Lighthouse Service under the act of Congress which took effect July 1, 1910, a 
brief review of the progress of lighthouse work in the United States is given 
below.  The main features of the reorganization law were to provide a more 
direct administration by placing the Lighthouse Service under a simple bureau 
form of organization with civilian officers, instead of a board of detailed 
officers, and by consolidating the work in each lighthouse district under a 
single officer, the inspectors in all but three river districts being civilians 
selected under civil service requirements.147 

In his subsequent reports, Putnam detailed the changes to U.S. light stations, primarily 

their automation and discontinuance.  In 1929, the first international Lighthouse 
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Conference was held in London.148  The purpose of this conference, which was 

attended by representatives from 24 countries, was to exchange information and 

discuss the problems affecting their lighthouse systems.  While these reports provided 

information on the lights themselves, the designs for lighthouse towers were never 

mentioned. 

 In a book written by Putnam in 1937, however, he stated his preference for the 

conical lighthouse tower: 

The structures were simple and dignified, designed honestly to meet their 
purpose…149 

Putnam also notes that the “tall lighthouse tower has fixed itself in human 

imagination.”150  He stated that the lighthouse tower was also seen as dignified and 

honest among the public, who thought that the more modern “towers were over-

decorated.”151  Two examples given by Putnam of these ornate lighthouses were the 

Cape Hatteras (1870) and Staten Island (1912) lighthouses (figures 2.19, 2.20).  

Although these differed only slightly from the stereotypical lighthouse tower, and 

most of the ornamentation was limited to the ground level, the changes were 

admonished by the public. 

The Design of the Modern Lighthouse Tower 
  The stereotypical image of the lighthouse tower, a tapering, circular tower, was 

first introduced by John Rudyerd and later refined by John Smeaton at the Eddystone 

Rocks near Plymouth, England.152  Smeaton had expressed the hope that his stone 
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tower would be permanent153  The fact that most later lighthouses had developed as an 

“outgrowth of [Smeaton’s] earlier labours completed in 1759,” has led some 

researchers to admit that something of Smeaton’s hope has been realized in his 

lighthouse’s perpetuity.154  The lighthouse tower has also achieved perpetuity through 

the characteristics of strength and integrity that have often been associated with this 

form.  Rather than being purely emotional, these associations were recognized and 

intended by the designers of the modern lighthouse tower. 

Strength 

The association of the lighthouse tower with the characteristic of strength has 

been identified by most lighthouse researchers, but the origins of this association are 

never fully explained.  An attempt by Kevin Blake in his 2007 article, “Lighthouse 

Symbolism in the American Landscape,” stated that the lighthouse as a symbol of 

strength, but only supports this through personal observation: “In 2005, although 

Hurricane Katrina obliterated the Chandeleur and New Canal lighthouses in Louisiana 

and the Ship Island Lighthouse replica in Mississippi, the survival of the Biloxi 

Lighthouse provides a resolute symbol of strength.”155  Although the Biloxi 

Lighthouse is the only one of the lighthouses mentioned that is a conical lighthouse 

tower, this does not explain or identify the public’s association of the lighthouse tower 

as a symbol of strength.   

A better explanation, if the public’s association of the lighthouse tower with an 

idea of strength can be inferred, is given by John Smeaton in his Narrative.  According 

to Smeaton, the form of his conical lighthouse tower as an imitation of the form of a 

large spreading oak tree, which he viewed as a natural symbol of strength.156  While 

this may merely have been an attempt to romanticize a very practical design, it does 
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provide a historical basis for the idea of strength being associated with the conical 

lighthouse tower, and establishes this association as the intent of the designer.     

Integrity 

 The characteristics of integrity and honesty have become associated with the 

simple form of the lighthouse tower.  The E.W. Scripps Company, one of the largest 

newspaper and media chains in the United States, adopted the lighthouse tower as its 

logo in 1923 as a symbol of integrity.157  Though earlier references to integrity and 

honesty likely exist, George Putnam, Commissioner of Lighthouses in the United 

States from 1910 until 1935, acknowledges the honesty in form for his preference of 

the lighthouse tower.158  Putnam recalled that others also showed an admiration for the 

simple form of lighthouse tower: 

In a Washington club I was once asked to join a table at which Millet, 
and French, and Olmsted, were dining, men eminent in their respective artistic 
callings.  When I came over, the talk naturally turned to lighthouses… [they] 
expressed that in the early masonry lighthouses some of the best architecture of 
this country was to be found.  The structures were simple and dignified, 
designed honestly to meet their purpose, and strikingly located.159 

Although many lighthouses have been constructed that are more ornate and more 

elaborately decorated, most people still envision a lighthouse as a simple lighthouse 

tower; some of the more ornate lighthouses that have been constructed, such as the 

Statue of Liberty in New York or the Tour de Cordouan in France, were intentionally 

designed to be identifiable and to evoke associations of national pride.160 

  

The associations with strength and integrity may have influenced the public’s 

fascination with the lighthouse tower, but this cannot be known without extensive 
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research of lighthouses worldwide.  However, it is evident that the lighthouse tower is 

an iconic form that is immediately recognized and understood as a lighthouse.  The 

following chapters will examine the effects that the public’s fascination with this 

iconic form has had on lighthouse preservation and on the incorporation of the 

lighthouse form in new construction along the Texas Coast.     
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Figure 2.1. The Pharos at Alexandria (c. 300 B.C.), Alexandria, Egypt.  Watercolor, c. 1924, by Harold Oakley.  
This painting is based upon the famous reconstruction of the Pharos made at the turn of the century by German 
scholar Hermann Thiersch.  John Romer and Elizabeth Romer, The Seven Wonders of the World: A History of the 
Modern Imagination, color plate 11.   
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Figure 2.2. The Tour de Cordouan (1610) Lighthouse in France.  Engraving, 1612, by Claude Chatillon.  D. Alan 
Stevenson, The World’s Lighthouses Before 1820, 30. 
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Figure 2.3. South Elevation of Henry Winstanley’s Eddystone Lighthouse (1699), near Plymouth, England.  Drawn 
orthographically by John Smeaton from a print published by Winstanley.  John Smeaton, Narrative of the Building, 
Plate No. 5. 
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Figure 2.4. South Elevation of John Rudyerd’s Eddystone Lighthouse (1709), near Plymouth England.  Drawn by 
John Smeaton.  John Smeaton, Narrative of the Building, Plate No. 8. 
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Figure 2.5. South Elevation of John Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse (1759), near Plymouth, England.  Drawn by 
John Smeaton.  John Smeaton, Narrative of the Building, Plate No. 8. 
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Figure 2.6. The Pharos of Abusir (c. 300 B.C.), Abusir, Egypt.  Photograph, c. 1990.  John Romer and Elizabeth 
Romer, The Seven Wonders of the World: A History of the Modern Imagination, color plate 10. 
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Figure 2.7.  Henry Winstanley’s two Eddystone Lighthouses (1698, 1699).  D. Alan Stevenson, The World’s 
Lighthouses Before 1820, 112. 
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Figure 2.8. John Rudyerd’s print of his Eddystone Lighthouse (1709), c. 1709.  D. Alan Stevenson, The World’s 
Lighthouses Before 1820, 118. 
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Figure 2.9. John Smeaton's Original Ideas, Hints, and Sketches in the Design of the Eddystone Lighthouse (1759).  
Sketch, c. 1758, by John Smeaton.  John Smeaton, Narrative of the Building, Plate No. 13. 
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Figure 2.10. Smeaton’s Completed Lighthouse (1759) and the previous two lighthouses that had been constructed 
at Eddystone.  Print, undated.  Jenny Linford, Lighthouses, 8. 

 
Figure 2.11. John Smeaton’s Eddystone Lighthouse (1759), relocated to Plymouth Hoe, Plymouth, England.  
Photograph, c. 2006.  Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:SmeatonsTower2006.jpg, accessed 15 February 
2009. 
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Figure 2.12. John Smeaton.  Portrait, c. 1798, by M. Brown of John Smeaton with his Eddystone Lighthouse in the 
background.  John Smeaton, Reports of the Late John Smeaton, cover. 
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Figure 2.13. Elevation of Smeaton's Spurn Point Lighthouse (1776), East Yorkshire, England.  John Smeaton, 
Narrative of the Building, Plate No. 23. 
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Figure 2.14. The Renovated Tour de Cordouan Lighthouse (1788) in France.  Drawing, c. 1834.  D. Alan 
Stevenson, The World’s Lighthouses Before 1820, 198. 



Texas Tech University, Randy Wallace, Jr., May 2009 

56 

 
Figure 2.15. The Bell Rock Lighthouse (1811), near Arbroath, Scotland.  Illustration, c. 1811.  Dudley Witney, The 
Lighthouse, 30. 
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Figure 2.16. Robert Stevenson, head of the Stevenson Engineering Dynasty.  Portrait, c. 1814, with the Bell Rock 
Lighthouse in the background.  Bella Bathurst, The Lighthouse Stevensons, 79. 
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Figure 2.17. The Boston Lighthouse (1716), Boston, Massachusetts.  Illustration, c. 1729.  D. Alan Stevenson, The 
World’s Lighthouses Before 1820, 174. 

 
Figure 2.18. The Boston Lighthouse (1789), Boston, Massachusetts.  Photograph, c. 1966.  F. Ross Holland, Jr., 
America’s Lighthouses, 71. 
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Figure 2.19. The Cape Hatteras Lighthouse (1870), Hatteras Island, North Carolina.  Photograph, c. 1893.  F. Ross 
Holland, Jr., America’s Lighthouses, 115. 
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 Figure 2.20. The Staten Island Lighthouse (1912), Richmond Hill, Staten Island, New York.  Photograph, undated, 
U.S. Coast Guard Photo Archive, http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/statenisland.jpg, accessed 18 
February 2009. 
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CHAPTER III 

PRESERVING LIGHTHOUSE MEMORIES IN TEXAS 
An analysis of lighthouse preservation efforts in Texas shows that more 

attention and concern has been given to the preservation of the lighthouse towers than 

to the preservation of any other lighthouse type.  Analyzing Texas lighthouse 

preservation provides a unique opportunity to evaluate this preference because the 

twenty-four or so lighthouses that were constructed along the Texas Coast between 

1852 and 1916 represented nearly every type of lighthouse found in the United States 

(figure 1.3).161  Today, however, only four lighthouse towers and one screw-pile 

lighthouse remain (figure 3.1).162  Analyzing the preservation efforts for these 

lighthouses shows that Texas residents have been much more protective of their iconic 

lighthouse towers than of any other lighthouse type. 

This study relies upon newspaper and magazine articles, correspondence 

between county officials and the U.S. Coast Guard, government publications, and T. 

Lindsay Baker’s Lighthouses of Texas, the only book length study of Texas 

lighthouses, to analyze lighthouse preservation efforts in Texas. 

The first section of this chapter provides a background of lighthouse 

construction in Texas to establish the diversity of lighthouse types found in the state.  

The second section scrutinizes the preservation efforts for specific Texas lighthouses.  

All lighthouse preservation in Texas has been the result of either individuals or local 

groups developed specifically for the preservation of these structures, demonstrating 

that the general public had a strong association with these particular lighthouses.   

Texas Lighthouse Types 
During almost a century of lighthouse construction in Texas, the United States 

Lighthouse Service employed a wide range of different architectural types 
                                                 

161 Richard Stewart, “Towers shine light on the past,” Houston Chronicle, 2 July 2000, Section: 
State, 1.   
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representing nearly every type of lighthouse found in the United States.163  The exact 

number of lighthouses constructed along the Texas Coast fluctuates in every study 

from sixteen to more than two dozen.  The confusion in this number has resulted from 

the reconstruction of some lighthouses, such as the one at Bolivar Point, which was 

completely dismantled by Confederate forces during the Civil War; it is presumed that 

the cast-iron plates were melted to produce war materials.164  Including the original 

lighthouse, a temporary wooden lighthouse constructed in 1865, and the current 

lighthouse completed in 1872, a total of three lighthouses have occupied this one site.  

The chief significance of Texas’s lighthouses, however, is not their number but their 

diversity.  Texas had three brick lighthouse towers, two cast-iron lighthouse towers, 

several screw-pile lighthouses, one skeletal lighthouse, at least one pile lighthouse, 

and one caisson lighthouse.         

The brick lighthouse tower was one of the earliest lighthouse types built in the 

United States, and three brick lighthouse towers were constructed along the Texas 

Coast in the 1850s.  The Point Isabel Lighthouse, completed in 1853, is a tapering 

conical tower covered in concrete (figure 3.2).165  The two other brick lighthouses, 

those at Aransas Pass and Corpus Christi, were painted brick.  No accurate description 

of the Corpus Christi Lighthouse, constructed in 1857 and destroyed during the Civil 

War, survives, but it was most likely also a conical tower.166  The Aransas Pass 

Lighthouse completed in 1858, however, is octagonal (figure 3.3).  A fourth brick 

lighthouse tower, the Sabine Pass Lighthouse in Louisiana near the Texas border, is 

also sometimes included among Texas lighthouses, but is not addressed in this study; 

its relation to the nearby town of Sabine Pass, Texas, however, is mentioned in 
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Chapter Three.  Although these towers represented an earlier construction method, the 

first two lighthouses built in Texas were not brick but cast-iron. 

Using cast-iron to construct a lighthouse tower was first observed by two U.S. 

naval officers during an investigation of England’s lighthouses in the 1840s.167  The 

chief advantages seen in these cast-iron lighthouses were economy, the ability to 

quickly erect the lighthouse at any site, and the ability to withstand fires.  Two of the 

earliest cast-iron lighthouses constructed in the United States were the Point Bolivar 

and Matagorda Island lighthouses in Texas, both completed in 1852 (figures 3.4, 

3.5).168  Although the construction method for these lighthouses was completely new, 

the form for these lighthouses was the familiar, stereotypical lighthouse tower. 

Another type of lighthouse that was constructed along the Texas Coast during 

the 1850s was the screw-pile lighthouse.169  Although the development of this 

lighthouse type is sometimes attributed to the Chesapeake Bay area of Virginia and 

Maryland, the screw-pile lighthouse was actually first developed in England and was 

observed there during the investigation of English lighthouses in the 1840s: 

The Maplin Sands light is constructed upon Mitchell’s screw-pile, “by means 
of which, and by those means alone, foundations have been laid in sand-banks 
covered at all times by the sea, and on which light-houses have been erected 
which have now endured, uninjured, the storms and casualties of many 
winters.”170 

The term “screw-pile” refers to the method of securing the lighthouse to the sand 

bank.  Iron shafts, or piles, “six inches in diameter with a single turn of the flange of a 

screw four feet in diameter at one end” are sunk into the sand bank to create a stable 

substructure to build a lighthouse upon (figure 3.6).  The actual structures built upon 

these screw-piles were typically wood-frame houses, either square or octagonal in 
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plan.  Since the Texas coastline is protected by an outer rim of sand banks, the screw-

pile lighthouse was recognized as a more practical alternative to the stereotypical 

tower.171  

The first screw-pile lighthouses constructed in Texas were three identical 

“sister” lighthouses built in Galveston Bay in 1854: Halfmoon Shoal Lighthouse, 

Redfish Bar Lighthouse, and Clopper’s Bar Lighthouse (figures 3.7, 3.8, 3.9).172  

Several other screw-pile lighthouses were built between 1850 and 1900: Fort Point in 

Galveston Bay; Halfmoon Reef, Swash Point, East Shoal, and West Shoal in 

Matagorda Bay; and at Brazos Santiago near the Rio Grande River (figures 3.10, 3.11, 

3.12).  The practicality of the screw-pile lighthouse for Texas was recognized by the 

District Inspector, who supervised lighthouses from New Orleans, Louisiana to the 

Rio Grande River.  On at least one occasion in the late 1850s, the Inspector’s proposal 

of a screw-pile design was rejected by the Lighthouse Board in favor of a brick tower, 

the lighthouse at Aransas Pass.173  No basis for this rejection was offered, except that 

the Lighthouse Board already had plans in its possession for a brick lighthouse tower.  

An adaptation of the screw-pile lighthouse design, the skeletal lighthouse, was 

constructed at the mouth of the Brazos River in 1896 (figure 3.13).174  While this was 

the only skeletal lighthouse constructed in Texas, this design was used frequently in 

other Gulf Coast States.  The chief advantages of this design were economy of 

materials and minimal wind resistance.175 

Another variation of the screw-pile design was the pile lighthouse.  The 

Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse, completed in 1918, is the only recorded example of 
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a pile lighthouse constructed in Texas (figure 3.14).176  Some documents also mention 

a pile lighthouse constructed upon the Galveston North Jetty around 1897, but the 

existence of this lighthouse cannot be confirmed.  The advantages of this design were 

minimal wind resistance and the ability to construct the lighthouse at difficult 

locations.  The Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse was constructed at the end of a 

granite jetty (figure 3.15). 

The Sabine Bank Lighthouse, completed in 1906, was the only lighthouse of 

its kind in southern waters (figure 3.16).177  This lighthouse was the only caisson 

lighthouse constructed south of the Chesapeake Bay region and the only caisson 

lighthouse in the United States that was placed in open sea.178  Caisson lighthouses 

were a popular alternative to screw-pile lighthouses in northern waters, where screw-

piles were often damaged by ice flows.179 

Caisson lighthouses were built upon “artificial islands” created by sinking an 

iron cylinder into the sea bottom and filling it with either concrete or rocks (figure 

3.17).  This technique, like most methods for constructing lighthouses in the U.S., was 

first used in England during the 1840s.180  The caisson design was chosen for the 

Sabine Bank Lighthouse because it could be erected at less cost than a screw-pile 

lighthouse could. 

The lighthouses constructed along the Texas Coast between 1850 and 1918 

represented nearly every different type of lighthouse found in the United States.  

Today, however, only two brick towers, two cast-iron towers, and one screw-pile 

lighthouse remain along the Texas Coast, and only one of these is still lit nightly.  The 
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continued preservation of these five lighthouses – four of which resemble the 

stereotypical lighthouse tower – demonstrates the public’s association of lighthouses 

with the image of a stereotypical lighthouse tower. 

Selective Memories Preserved 
Throughout the twentieth century, Texas lighthouses were automated and later 

abandoned as new technologies such as radar and the global positioning system 

rendered them obsolete.181  The four lighthouse towers that remain in Texas are the 

result of strong public support for their preservation.  The preservation of the one 

screw-pile lighthouse, though significant, was the result of one man’s efforts, and it 

was not preserved through public advocacy like the other four.  An analysis of the 

preservation efforts for these five lighthouses will clearly show that the public was 

protective of their lighthouse towers.  The fates of the other Texas lighthouses, the 

ones that were not preserved, will also be examined. 

T. Lindsay Baker’s Lighthouses of Texas is referenced periodically to provide 

an accurate history of some lighthouses, but is not used to record the preservation 

efforts for any Texas lighthouses.  Baker’s primary goal was to chronicle the planning, 

building, and operation of Texas lighthouses, not their preservation.182  The 

lighthouses examined by Baker, however, are limited only to those that were still 

extant when the book was first published in 1991, encouraging the reader to “go and 

see some of these structures firsthand.”183  The failure to chronicle the preservation 

efforts for the lighthouse towers and the public’s apparent apathy towards the other 

remaining lighthouses, including the Sabine Bank and Galveston South Jetty 

lighthouses, does not acknowledge the public’s association with the iconic form of the 

lighthouse tower.  To clearly show that the public has a stronger association with the 

lighthouse tower than any other lighthouse type, this study relies upon newspaper and 
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magazine articles, interviews, correspondence between the U.S. Coast Guard and 

county officials, and government publications to chronicle the preservation efforts for 

Texas lighthouses. 

The Point Isabel Lighthouse 

 The Point Isabel Lighthouse, completed in 1853, was the first brick lighthouse 

tower constructed in Texas, and was also the first Texas lighthouse to be permanently 

discontinued in 1905 (figure 3.2).184  This lighthouse had been briefly abandoned in 

1888 due to the realization that the U.S. Government had no title to the site and 

because the lighthouse was no longer believed essential for navigation; the nearby 

Brazos Santiago Lighthouse, a screw-pile lighthouse constructed in 1879, was thought 

adequate for shipping (figure 3.12).185  In 1889, after many local protests and a letter 

from the U.S. Consul General at Matamoros stating that the Brazos Santiago Pass had 

become a “marine graveyard” and that both lighthouses were needed, Congress made 

an appropriation of $8,000 to purchase the site.186  The lighthouse was relit in 1895, 

and remained active until 1905 when the lighthouse was permanently abandoned. 

 Although virtually nothing is known of the lighthouse’s use between 1905 and 

1927, a journalist visiting the area in 1924 lamented on the structure’s condition: 

“Point Isabel’s ancient lighthouse is dark, its stairs rusted away, the parapet wrecked, 

and a danger sign bars its entrance.”187  In 1927, at the request of the Port Isabel Town 

Company, which was developing the area, the lighthouse and property were sold to the 

highest bidder, J.S. Ford of Brownsville for $2,760.188  The property was sold with the 
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expectation that the new owner would demolish the old tower.189  The interest shown 

in this building, however, prompted the Port Isabel Town Company to purchase the 

site from Ford two months later at a cost of $5,000.  The lighthouse was used to 

promote the new community of Port Isabel as a center of tourism and industry and it 

appeared in many early photographs of the area (figure 3.18).  The lighthouse was 

refurbished and served as a public outlook until 1933, when the Great Depression and 

a severe hurricane crippled the town and forced the Port Isabel Town Company into 

bankruptcy.  The lighthouse was abandoned and is not mentioned again until 1950, 

when Mr. and Mrs. Lon C. Hill, Jr., and the Port Isabel Realty Company donated the 

structure and land to the State of Texas.190  The lighthouse was repaired and was 

dedicated as a State Historic Park in 1952. 

When the Point Isabel Lighthouse opened to visitors in 1952, approximately 

12,000 people visited the site annually, proving that there was a strong interest in the 

old lighthouse.191  Restoration projects in 1970 and 1998 returned this historic 

lighthouse to its original 1853 appearance (figures 3.19, 3.20).192  The lighthouse is 

now visited by more than 100 people daily.193 

Public interest did not directly encourage the preservation of the Port Isabel 

Lighthouse, but the public was involved in maintaining local management of the 

site.194  In 2007, a proposal to transfer the Port Isabel Lighthouse, along with several 
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other State Historic Parks, to the Texas Historical Commission was averted through 

public support.  Thousands of signatures from local residents and visitors along with 

letters from city officials urging for the site to remain under the control of the city of 

Port Isabel through the current agreement with Texas Parks & Wildlife, led to the 

removal of the Port Isabel Lighthouse from the list of sites to be transferred.195  If the 

site had been transferred, according to City Manager, Robert Garcia, it would have a 

negative impact on promoting the history of Port Isabel; the Port Isabel Lighthouse is 

one of three museums in the city: “Without the Lighthouse as its foundation, the 

strength of the Museums will be lost which will be detrimental to the City of Port 

Isabel.”196  The lighthouse is still under local control, and serves as an introduction to 

the history of Port Isabel. 

Point Bolivar and other lighthouses of Galveston 

The Point Bolivar Lighthouse, built to serve the Galveston area in 1852, was 

permanently discontinued in 1933, after an earlier attempt had been averted by 

community reaction.197  Although not the original lighthouse, the current structure, 

built in 1872 as a brick structure with cast-iron plates on the exterior, has the same 

outward appearance (figure 3.4).  Newspaper articles dating back to the early 
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twentieth century claim this lighthouse as “a familiar landmark to Galvestonians and 

Galveston visitors,” so it is not surprising that when the Bureau of Lighthouses 

announced plans to deactivate this lighthouse, the public had a strong reaction.198 

In October 1930, an article in the Galveston Daily News announced that the 

Bolivar Lighthouse would be decommissioned by the Bureau of Lighthouses by 

December 10, 1930.199  The reason for darkening this lighthouse was that it had 

become obsolete now that the Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse, completed in 1918, 

was lighting the entrance to Galveston Harbor (figure 3.14).  The Galveston 

community, and residents of nearby towns, protested these plans, and in December, 

1930 the decision was reversed: 

Thanks to the united efforts of Galvestonians, Houstonians, Texas City, and 
the Honorable Clay Briggs, the order of cancellation discontinuing Bolivar 
Light is announced; and it will stand as a lone sentinel – and benefactor to the 
seafarers as in the past for 58 years.200 

A second attempt to discontinue the lighthouse in 1932 was also reversed with the 

help of “the late Congressman Briggs [who] at that time filed with the bureau protests 

from the Galveston Chamber of Commerce, the Southern Pacific, and other 

transportation interests.”201  In 1933, however, the lighthouse was permanently 

discontinued “in the interest of governmental economy.”202  The effects of the Great 

Depression had forced the discontinuance of numerous lighthouses across the country, 

including the Bolivar Point Lighthouse.  Public interest in the lighthouse was 
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recognized, however, and the property was offered to the city for a public park.  Plans 

to develop the site into a park could not be financed, and the property was eventually 

sold in 1946 to Ila Maxwell and her brother Elmer Boyt for $5,500.203  This property 

and lighthouse are still owned by the Maxwell and Boyt families (figure 3.21). 

When the other lighthouses built to serve Galveston were discontinued, there is 

no record of public reaction.  The Fort Point Lighthouse, a screw-pile lighthouse, built 

in 1881 was deactivated in 1909 but remained as a fog signal until 1950 (figure 

3.10).204  The lighthouse sat abandoned until 1952; when no interest was shown in the 

structure it was dismantled by the U.S. Coast Guard.  The Redfish Bar Lighthouse, 

one of the sister screw-pile lighthouse completed in 1854, and rebuilt in 1900 as the 

Redfish Bar Cut Lighthouse, was deactivated and dismantled in 1936 (figure 3.8).205  

Clopper’s Bar, another of the three sister lighthouses, was deactivated in 1881 and 

later destroyed (figure 3.9).  The last of the three sister lighthouses, the Halfmoon 

Shoal Lighthouse, was destroyed in 1900 when a ship was driven through the 

lighthouse by a hurricane (figure 3.7).206  The Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse, 

constructed in 1918, was deactivated and abandoned in 1972 (figure 3.22).207  This 

lighthouse remained intact until a storm destroyed it on May 2, 2000 (figure 3.23).208    

Ironically, only months before the lighthouse was destroyed, after sitting vacant for 

nearly thirty years, a local businessman, Jim Croft, had proposed a plan to relocate the 

lighthouse to the Galveston Island State Park and rehabilitate it as a museum and 
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interpretive center.209  Today the only surviving lighthouse in the Galveston area is the 

one at Bolivar Point. 

The public’s negative reaction to the abandonment of the Bolivar Point 

Lighthouse led to the continued operation of that lighthouse for three years, and 

resulted in the Bureau of Lighthouses offering the lighthouse and the site to the 

community as public space.  In contrast, the apathy shown towards the other 

lighthouses in Galveston Bay has resulted in their loss. 

The Brazos River Lighthouse 

Immediately south of Galveston Island, near Freeport, Texas, the Brazos River 

Lighthouse was constructed in 1896 and was the only skeletal lighthouse in Texas 

(figure 3.13).  This lighthouse was deactivated and razed in 1967, after Dow Chemical 

had acquired the land in a swap with the U.S. Coast Guard.210  Baker, who chronicles 

the deactivation of this lighthouse, notes that “Almost before anyone in the local 

community knew what was happening, the trade had been formalized.”211  The 

destruction of this lighthouse, though unfortunate, was unavoidable.  Today the lantern 

and the original Fresnel lens from the lighthouse can be seen at the Brazoria County 

Courthouse (figure 3.24). 

Matagorda Island and Halfmoon Reef lighthouses 

Further south along the Texas Coast, the community of Port Lavaca has been 

responsible for the preservation of the Matagorda Island and Halfmoon Reef 

lighthouses (figures 3.5, 3.11).  The Swash Point Lighthouse that was erected in 

Matagorda Bay in 1858 was destroyed by Confederate forces in 1861 and was never 

rebuilt.  The East Shoal and West Shoal lighthouses, also known together as the 

Decros Point Lighthouse, completed in 1872 were destroyed by a hurricane in 1875.  
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The only two lighthouses that survived into the twentieth century, the Matagorda 

Island and Halfmoon Reef lighthouses, have both been preserved, but under very 

different circumstances. 

The Matagorda Island Lighthouse, the oldest surviving lighthouse in Texas, 

was preserved through public efforts (figure 3.5).  In 1977, an article in the Corpus 

Christi Caller- Times announced that “The Coast Guard has dismantled the beacon in 

the 120-year old tower and the people in those parts want them to put it back 

together.”212  The article also mentions that the U.S. Coast Guard tried to close the 

lighthouse in 1961, but “the people wouldn’t have it.”213  In 1978, a compromise was 

made by the U.S. Coast Guard as a result of numerous petitions to reestablish the light: 

Since Matagorda Light was discontinued in October 1977, several Resolutions 
similar to yours have been received requesting that the Coast Guard reconsider 
its action. Additionally, several members of the Texas Congressional 
Delegation have contacted the Coast Guard with similar requests. 
Consequently the Coast Guard proposed as an alternative that a battery 
operated light with a nominal range of 7-8 miles be established in the existing 
structure and that the old lens be made available for exhibit…214 

This solution saved the lighthouse, which remained under the control of the U.S. Coast 

Guard until 1995.  When the lighthouse was deactivated in 1995, ownership of the 

structure became “part of a multi-government, multi-agency cooperative.”215  Seeking 

a way to preserve the Matagorda Island Lighthouse, Judge Howard Hartzog of Port 

Lavaca wrote to the Coast Guard inquiring how title to the lighthouse could be 

obtained.  The reply described how title could be permanently obtained and the 

process for establishing “a private aid to navigation,” which would allow the 
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lighthouse to be relit.216  The U.S. Coast Guard also expressed pleasure “to see such 

enthusiasm in the local community for the preservation of this lighthouse.”217  In 1997, 

Dewey Stringer, a Houston oilman, visited Matagorda Island and was upset at the 

condition of the lighthouse; he had often fished near the island as a child.218  Stringer 

established the Matagorda Island Foundation later that year to preserve the lighthouse 

and the island. 

The Matagorda Island Foundation’s purpose in restoring the Matagorda Island 

Lighthouse was to protect “a unique historical resource” and to provide a “focal point” 

for visitors.219  The lighthouse was relit as a private aid to navigation in 1999 and $1.2 

million was raised, through donations and matching grants, for phase one of the 

project, which included stabilizing the foundation, restoring, and repainting the 

lighthouse.220  The lighthouse was dedicated in 2004.  Initial plans for the site included 

phase two, which would include the construction of a replica of the caretaker’s 

residence to be used as a gift shop, museum, and visitor’s center.221  Unfortunately, the 

ferry that provided access from Port O’Connor to the Matagorda Island State Park 

burned in 1995 and there are no plans for replacement.  The Matagorda Island 

Lighthouse has been preserved, but is now only accessible by a thirty minute to an 

hour private boat ride and a subsequent 3/4 mile hike. 

The Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse did not receive the public attention that the 

Matagorda Island Lighthouse did; it has been preserved primarily through the efforts 
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of one family, the Bauer family of Port Lavaca (figure 3.11).222  This hexagonal 

screw-pile lighthouse, built in 1858, was discontinued and abandoned in 1886.  The 

structure remained in the bay, however, as a day beacon, and was relit in 1902.  After 

a hurricane damaged the structure in 1942, the lighthouse was abandoned.  Later that 

year, W.H. Bauer, Sr. and Henry C. Smith, co-operators of a local dredging service, 

claimed the lighthouse and brought it ashore.  Baker notes in chronicling the removal 

of this lighthouse that military personnel ordered them to leave the structure because 

“that part of the bay was scheduled to be used for bombing practice.”223  W.H. Bauer, 

Jr., recalls that his father was adamant about saving the old structure, and that the 

lighthouse had sat in the bay for some time without any interest in its preservation.224  

The lighthouse was relocated to the Bauer-Smith Dredging Company in nearby Point 

Comfort where it remained until 1979 (figure 3.25).225  In 1979, W.H. Bauer Sr. 

donated the lighthouse to the Calhoun County Historical Commission on the 

“condition that it should never be used for commercial purposes.”226  The Port Lavaca 

City Council granted a thirty-year lease for a 100 by 100 square foot tract of land 

adjoining the Chamber of Commerce offices, and the lighthouse was moved there on 

May 14, 1979; the H. E. Butt Foundation moved the lighthouse, King Fisher Marine 

Services provided a flag pole, and George Fred Rhodes, chairman of the Calhoun 

County Historical Commission applied for a Texas Historical Marker to commemorate 

its 90 years of service.227  Today the lighthouse still sits outside the Bauer Community 
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Center and welcomes visitors entering Port Lavaca from the north on Texas Highway 

35. 

As with the Point Bolivar Lighthouse, when the Coast Guard announced that 

the Matagorda Island Lighthouse would be darkened, the public reaction was negative.  

The Coast Guard compromised on its decision, and the lighthouse was relit with a 

smaller light.  In contrast, when the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse was abandoned in the 

1880s and again in the 1940s, there is no record of public reaction.  If it were not for 

the interference of W.H. Bauer, Sr. and Henry C. Smith, this lighthouse would have 

been lost.  The public clearly showed a stronger attachment to the Matagorda Island 

Lighthouse than to the Halfmoon Reef. 

The Aransas Pass Lighthouse 

The Aransas Pass Lighthouse, a brick lighthouse tower, was established in 

1857 and was abandoned in 1952, because the channel that it marked had moved due 

to strong currents (figure 3.26).228  The article that appeared in the Corpus Christi 

Caller-Times announcing this decision stated that: “Other lighthouses had been 

abandoned, but this may be the first time a channel has abandoned the light.”229  

Although there were protests against darkening this lighthouse, the Coast Guard 

continued with its decision. 

In 1955, however, the property was declared as government surplus and “one 

of the oldest and most famous South Texas landmarks” was sold into private hands in 

1956.230  Ownership of the lighthouse changed several times before it was purchased 

by Charles Butt, chairman and CEO of the San Antonio-based H.E.B. Grocery 
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Company, in 1971 (figure 3.27).231  The structure had suffered earlier that year in 

Hurricane Celia, and Butt, a lighthouse lover and preservation enthusiast, hired 

resident keepers who restored the station over the next several years.232  Richard Pratt 

and his wife, Cameron, served as resident caretakers at the Aransas Pass Lighthouse 

for nearly twenty years before moving back to Port Aransas in 2002.233  An article in 

the July 3, 1988 Corpus Christi Caller-Times announced that the lighthouse would 

“shine again after 34 years.”234  Butt viewed relighting the lighthouse as a gift to the 

area residents; he also views the annual firework show from the island as a gift to the 

town of Port Aransas.  Today this lighthouse is the only lighthouse along the Texas 

Coast that is lit nightly, but it is private property and is not open to the public. 

In Port Aransas, the discontinuance of the Aransas Pass Lighthouse caused a 

negative public reaction which led to the sale of the lighthouse into private hands in 

1956.  The lighthouse has been preserved and is viewable from the Aransas Pass – 

Port Aransas Ferry and kayaking trails in the area, but it is not accessible to the public. 

The Sabine Bank Lighthouse 

The last Texas lighthouse to be removed was the Sabine Bank Lighthouse, 

constructed in 1906, automated in 1922, and removed in 2001 (figure 3.16).  Although 

the lighthouse structure was removed from the caisson foundation in 2001, an 

operational light is still located at the Sabine Bank Lighthouse (figure 3.28).  Before 

this lighthouse, often called “the sparkplug of the Gulf,” was removed in 2002, the 

structure had been “offered to any group with the means to tow it someplace else.”235   

                                                 
231 Richard Pratt, former lightkeeper of the Aransas Pass Lighthouse, interview by author, 10 July 

2007, Port Aransas, Texas.  
 
232 Holland, The Aransas Pass Light Station, 101-102.  
 
233 Dan Parker, “Sanctuary at Lydia Ann,” Corpus Christi Caller-Times, 1 July 2001, H1.  
 
234 David Teece, “Aransas lighthouse to shine again after 34 years: Historic beacon recertified as aid 

to navigation,” Corpus Christi Caller-Times, 3 July 1988, 1A.  
 
235 Stewart, “Towers shine on the past,” 1. 
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No group accepted this offer, and in 2002, the structure of the Sabine Bank 

Lighthouse was removed and dismantled.236  Today, the original Fresnel lens and 

some artifacts from the lighthouse can be viewed at the Gulf Coast Museum in Port 

Arthur.   

 

The public has long been fascinated with lighthouses.  In 1881, The United 

States Lighthouse Bureau recognized this fascination and encouraged lightkeepers to 

welcome visitors to the lighthouses in its Instructions to Light-Keepers:  

Keepers must be courteous and polite to all visitors… and show them 
everything of interest about the station at such times as it will not interfere with 
their light-house duties.237 

In preservation efforts, however, the public’s interest appears to be more strongly 

associated with the form of the lighthouse tower than with any other lighthouse type. 

When the lighthouse towers in Texas were darkened, the public reacted negatively, 

resulting many times in the lighthouse being relit.  When the screw-pile, pile, and 

caisson lighthouses were darkened, however, no public reaction was documented.  

Some of these lighthouses, like the Galveston South Jetty and the Halfmoon Reef 

lighthouses, lasted decades without any care or maintenance, and the community left 

them to decay.  The Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse was later salvaged, but the Galveston 

South Jetty Lighthouse was destroyed by a storm three decades after it was 

abandoned.  The selective interest shown by Texas residents in only the lighthouse 

towers has resulted in the almost exclusive preservation of that type.  A photographic 

essay in the November 2002 Texas Monthly, with the purpose of documenting the 

surviving Texas lighthouses and “illuminate a vanishing maritime tradition,” 

reinforces this view and does not mention the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse, the only 

                                                 
236 Jeremy D’Entremont, “The Sparkplug of the Gulf is Gone,” Lighthouse Digest (July 2002), 
http://www.lighthousedepot.com/lite_digest.asp?action=get_article&sk=01388&bhcd2=1236142915

, accessed 15 January 2009.  
 
237 United States Lighthouse Establishment, by authority of the Lighthouse Board, Instructions to 

Light-Keepers, July, 1881 (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1881), 6.  
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surviving screw-pile lighthouse in Texas.238  The rich maritime history that Texas once 

had, and its distinction of having the greatest number of different lighthouse types, is 

no longer evident or appreciated by the public. 

  

                                                 
238 Anne Dingus, “Lights Out,” Texas Monthly (November 2002), 128-135.  
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Figure 3.1.  The Remaining Texas Lighthouses.  Drawing, 2009, by author. 
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Figure 3.2. The Point Isabel Lighthouse (1853), Port Isabel, Texas. Photograph, 2007, by author. 
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Figure 3.3. The Aransas Pass Lighthouse (1858), near Port Aransas, Texas.  Photograph, 2007, by author. 
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Figure 3.4. The Point Bolivar Lighthouse (1852, current 1872), Crystal Beach, Texas.  Photograph, 2007, by 
author. 
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Figure 3.5. The Matagorda Island Lighthouse (1852), Matagorda Island, Texas.  Photograph, 2004, by Alisa 
Villareal, Testengeer Engineering. 
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Figure 3.6. Screw-pile foundation of the Port Fleetwood Lighthouse, England (1839).  Drawing, c. 1880.  Witney, 
The Lighthouse, 38. 
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Figure 3.7. Halfmoon Shoal Lighthouse (1854), Galveston Bay, Texas.  Drawing, c. 1999, by Richard S. Hall.  
Hall, “The Golden Age of Lighthouses,” 11. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.8. Redfish Bar Lighthouse (1854), Galveston Bay, Texas.  Drawing, c. 1999, by Richard S. Hall.  Hall, 
“The Golden Age of Lighthouses,” 10. 
 
 

 
Figure 3.9. Clopper’s Bar Lighthouse (1854), Galveston Bay, Texas.  Drawing, c. 1999, by Richard S. Hall.  Hall, 
“The Golden Age of Lighthouses,” 12. 
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Figure 3.10. The Fort Point Lighthouse (1881), Galveston Island, Texas.  Photograph, undated.  U.S. Coast Guard 
Photo Archive, http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/fortpointTX.jpg, accessed 3 March 2009. 
  
 

 
Figure 3.11. The Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse (1858), Port Lavaca, Texas.  Photograph, 2007, by author. 
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Figure 3.12. The Brazos Santiago Lighthouse (1854), Santiago Pass, Padre Island, Texas.  Photograph, 1926.  U.S. 
Coast Guard Photo Archive: http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/brazossantiago1926_sm.jpg, accessed 3 
March 2009. 
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Figure 3.13. The Brazos River Lighthouse (1896), near Valesco, Texas.  Photograph, c. 1964.  Baker, Lighthouses 
of Texas, 43. 

 

 
Figure 3.14. The Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse (1918), Galveston, Texas.  Photograph, c.1918.  Baker, 
Lighthouses of Texas, 49. 
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Figure 3.15. Constructing the Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse (1918), Galveston, Texas.  Photograph, c. 1915.  
Baker, Lighthouses of Texas, 48. 
 

 
Figure 3.16. The Sabine Bank Lighthouse (1906), near Sabine Pass, Texas.  Photograph, c. 1906.  Baker, 
Lighthouses of Texas, 8. 
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Figure 3.17. Caisson Foundation of the Fourteen Foot Bank Lighthouse (1886), Delaware Bay, Delaware.  
Drawing, circa 1880.  Witney, The Lighthouse, 40. 
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Figure 3.18. Front page of the Port Isabel Pilot, February 4, 1931.  Photocopy, courtesy of the Historical Museum 
of Port Isabel. 
 

 
Figure 3.19. Point Isabel Lighthouse (1853) before 2000 restoration, Port Isabel, Texas.  Postcard, c. 2002.  
Author’s collection. 
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Figure 3.20. Point Isabel Lighthouse (1853) after 2000 Restoration, Port Isabel Texas.  Postcard, c. 2002.  Author’s 
collection. 
 

 
Figure 3.21. The Point Bolivar Light Station (1872), Crystal Beach, Texas.  Photograph, 2007, by author. 
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Figure 3.22. Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse (1918), Galveston, Texas.  Photograph, c. 1995.  
Lighthousefriends.com, http://www.lighthousefriends.com/light.asp?ID=154, accessed 3 March 2009. 
 

 
Figure 3.23. Galveston South Jetty Lighthouse (1918) destroyed, Galveston, Texas.  Photograph, 2000, by Steven 
Powell.  Harrison, “Storm Destroys Galveston Jetty Lighthouse,” 
http://www.lighthousedepot.com/lite_explorer.asp?action=display_photo_details&pk=1536, accessed 3 March 
2009. 
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Figure 3.24. Brazos River Lighthouse (1896) Lantern near Brazoria County Courthouse, Brazoria, Texas.  
Photograph, c. 2000.  Gulf Coast Lighthouses, http://www.coastlights.com/Texas/brazosltnrm.html, accessed 4 
March 2009. 
 

 
Figure 3.25. The Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse (1858), at the Bauer-Smith Dredging Company in Point Comfort, 
Texas.  Darst, “Texas Lighthouse: The Early Years,” 315. 
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Figure 3.26. The Aransas Pass Light Station (1858), near Port Aransas, Texas.  Photograph, 2007, by author.  
 

 
Figure 3.27. Port Aransas Lighthouse (1858) on the Market Again.  Newspaper Clipping, Corpus Christi Caller-
Times, 15 June 1957, photocopy.  Courtesy of the Corpus Christi Public Library. 
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Figure 3.28. The Sabine Bank Lighthouse foundation (1906), near Sabine Pass, Texas.  Photograph, c. 2002, by 
Dan Winters.  Anne  Dingus, “Lights Out,” 131. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONSTRUCTING LIGHTHOUSE MEMORIES IN TEXAS  
Although lighthouses no longer serve a practical purpose as navigational aids, 

they are “more popular today than ever before.”239  The public’s fascination with the 

lighthouse tower is evident in new construction along the Texas Coast.  An analysis of 

four coastal communities in Texas shows that the stereotypical lighthouse tower form 

was often preferred for the design of new buildings rather than the form of a local 

historic lighthouse.  The communities analyzed in this chapter are Sabine Pass, Port 

Lavaca, Rockport, and Port Isabel (figure 1.5).  The town of Crystal Beach was also 

initially included in this study but was eliminated after Hurricane Ike destroyed the 

town in September 2008.  The four communities chosen represent a town associated 

with two historic lighthouses, the town associated with the only remaining screw-pile 

lighthouse in Texas, a town with no historic lighthouses, and the town with the only 

publicly owned lighthouse tower in Texas. 

The use of lighthouse imagery by civic and commercial entities in these five 

communities is evaluated through a review of newspaper and magazine articles, 

interviews with the buildings’ owners and/or occupants, interviews with the architects 

or designers, and some personal observations. 

Sabine Pass, Texas 
 Sabine Pass, founded sometime around 1836, is a small town located in the 

extreme southeastern corner of the state of Texas (figure 4.1).240  Despite a brief 

association with the Spindletop Oilfield in the early twentieth century, Sabine Pass did 

not grow like the nearby towns of Port Arthur, Beaumont, and Orange did.241  This 

lack of growth has often been credited to the exposed position of the town, which had 

                                                 
239 Jones, xi-xii. 
  
240 Robert Wooster, “Sabine Pass, Texas” in the Handbook of Texas Online 

http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/SS/hjs2.html, accessed 18 December 2008.   
 
241 The Spindletop Oil Field near Beaumont, Texas was an active oilfield from 1901 until about 

1936. 
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been emphasized by hurricanes in 1886, 1900, and 1915.  The population of Sabine 

Pass in 2007 was only 2,218.242  Although Sabine Pass is located near many oil 

refineries, the chief industries of the town remain commercial fishing and marine 

repair.243  The town was also the setting for a well known battle during the Civil War, 

the Battle of Sabine Pass, and is associated with two historic lighthouses: the Sabine 

Bank (1906) and Sabine Pass (1858) lighthouses (3.16, 4.2).  The Sabine Pass 

Independent School District (ISD) building and the office of Dr. George Scott, Jr., 

DDS, also known as the Dental Dock, in nearby Port Arthur both use lighthouse 

imagery in their forms, but do not appear to have been inspired by either of the historic 

lighthouses associated with Sabine Pass.     

Sabine Pass ISD  

 The Sabine Pass ISD building was designed by Bay Architects of Houston and 

was constructed in 2003 (figures 4.3, 4.4).244  The building is only separated from the 

coast by two miles of mostly open marshland, and one of the goals for the building 

was to reflect a sense of community cohesion and to state that “we are here;” stating 

their presence was important to the community because they were often overshadowed 

by nearby Port Arthur.245  This sense of identity was achieved by designing the school 

to resemble a lighthouse.  This also appealed to the community, which wanted to 

reflect the importance of fishing and shrimping in their town. 

 The majority of the building appears as a series of rectangular massings which 

pivot about the center point of the conical lighthouse tower.  The lighthouse tower, a 

four-story structure, is the focal point of the building’s street elevation and clearly 

                                                 
242 “Sabine Pass, Texas,” http://www.city-data.com/city/Sabine-Pass-Texas.html, accessed 10 March 

2009. 
  
243 Wooster. 
  
244 Jennifer McCutchen, “Sabine Pass K-12 School,” Texas Architect (January/February 2004), 43.  
 
245 Mr. M. Brad Hughes, Associate, Bay Architects in Houston, Texas, telephone interview by 

author, 29 January 2009.   
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identifies the building’s entrance.  Circular “porthole” windows near the tower 

reinforce the nautical imagery of this lighthouse.        

 Neither the Sabine Bank nor the Sabine Pass lighthouse, however, is reflected 

in this building’s design.  According to Mr. M. Brad Hughes, the lead architect for the 

project, there was an attempt “to emulate the octagonal form and buttresses” of the 

Sabine Pass Lighthouse and even some discussion of emulating the Sabine Bank 

Lighthouse’s form, but the superintendent of the school wanted a conical lighthouse 

tower.  Many residents of the town also preferred a more stereotypical conical 

lighthouse and brought pictures of lighthouses in New England and other parts of the 

United States to the design meetings.  The resulting design does not reflect the 

uniqueness of the local historic lighthouses, but does serve to communicate the town’s 

proximity to the coast. 

Apart from this building being the tallest structure in the town, its distinctive 

red brick structure and white concrete tower make it a prominent landmark in the 

community.  The conical concrete tower which, according to Superintendent Tom 

Harvey in a video posted on the Bay Architects Website documenting the project was 

meant to be “emblematic of the light of knowledge,” actually serves a very practical 

purpose.246  The reinforced concrete tower serves as a hurricane shelter for the 

community, which only has one evacuation route.247  The tower also houses a 

computer lab and library. 

Although several architectural reviews of the building claim that the lighthouse 

motif was the result of the “town’s Gulf Coast heritage,” this building actually 

resembles lighthouses found in New England rather than any historic lighthouses that 

were constructed in Texas or elsewhere along the Gulf Coast.248  The design of this 

                                                 
246 Bay Architects, Sabine Pass K-12 School, 3 min., 2001, online video at 

http://www.bayarchitects.com/portfolio/video/default.asp?nme=vidflshdet&vidid=sabine&spd=01, 
accessed 2 January 2009.  

 
247 Hughes.  
 
248 Holland, America’s Lighthouses, 131-152.  
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building was not inspired by any specific lighthouse, but is instead a combination of 

many lighthouses that create a recognizable lighthouse image. 

The Dental Dock 

Another example of the lighthouse form being adapted in the design of a new 

building is the Dental Dock in nearby Port Arthur (figure 4.5).  Although this building, 

completed in 2005, is farther from the Sabine Pass Lighthouse than the Sabine Pass 

ISD building is, it bears a closer resemblance to the distinctive octagonal tower (figure 

4.6).249  According to Dohn LaBiche, Principal of The LaBiche Architectural Group in 

Beaumont, Texas, and the lead architect for the project, however, this building was not 

inspired by a local historic lighthouse.250 

Dr. George Scott, Jr., DDS, was inspired by Shurgard Self Storage buildings 

that he had seen in San Antonio, Austin, and Houston (figure 4.7).251  Since his new 

office was planned to have a nautical theme, the idea of using a lighthouse for the 

form of the building appealed to him.  Dr. Scott provided LaBiche with pictures of 

many lighthouses that he liked, but the dominant inspiration for the building’s design 

and the octagonal tower was the Shurgard Self Storage buildings. 

Shurgard Self Storage was an international chain of storage buildings which 

was purchased by Public Storage in 2006.252  The company originated in Olympia, 

Washington in 1972, and used the imagery of a lighthouse tower as a symbol of 

strength and security.253  The octagonal lighthouse tower, which was present at nearly 

                                                 
249 “The Dental Dock,” Design Cost Data (September/October 2007), 28.   
 
250 Mr. Dohn LaBiche, Principal, The LaBiche Architectural Group, Inc., Beaumont, Texas, 

telephone interview by author, 29 January 2009.   
 
251 Dr. George Scott, Jr., DDS, owner, The Dental Dock, Port Arthur, Texas, telephone interview by 

author, 3 March 2009.   
 
252 Alwyn Scott, “Seattle layoffs likely from Shurgard sale – Public Storage to pay $3.2 billion: New 

owner plans to slash overhead,” Seattle Times, 8 March 2006, C1.  
 
253 Steve Levine, “Lighthouse comes to Voorhees storage facility,” Courier-Post (Cherry Hill, NJ), 

19 April 2001, 2CC.  
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every Shurgard facility, is reminiscent of historic lighthouses found near Olympia, 

Washington (figure 4.8).  The design of the Dental Dock then, although likely 

unintentionally, was actually inspired by lighthouses found in Washington. 

 The whimsical design of the Dental Dock quickly established the building as a 

Port Arthur landmark.254  According to an article in the October, 6, 2007 Beaumont 

Enterprise, “drivers are surprised and delighted by the novelty of an inland 

lighthouse;” the same article also described the building as a “tiny nautical theme park 

featuring a 50-foot lighthouse at the entrance.”255  The building primarily resembles a 

suburban house, and most of the exterior is clad in cement board siding; the lighthouse 

tower is concrete.  The nautical theme is carried into the interior of the building with 

reception desks that resemble boats and elaborate hand painted murals.  This is the 

tallest building in the area and is often used as a landmark when giving directions 

(figure 4.9).256  The building was designed to be a novelty in the community, and in 

that regard it has been a success. 

 The Sabine Pass ISD building was built as focal point for Sabine Pass, and 

serves the community as a school, a public library, and a hurricane shelter.  The 

Dental Dock in nearby Port Arthur is also a recognizable icon in its community.  

Neither of these buildings were inspired by the Sabine Bank or Sabine Pass 

lighthouse, but instead were designed to accommodate the clients’ image of a 

lighthouse.  The desire for a recognizable lighthouse tower led the clients to look at 

lighthouses outside of Texas and as far away as Maine and Washington for their 

inspiration.  Looking elsewhere for lighthouse imagery reinforces the claim that the 

public does not appreciate the rich and diverse history of Texas lighthouses.  While 

                                                 
254 Sarah Moore, “Whimsical dental office wins smiles from children and design magazine – 

Architect helps dentist realize nautical vision,” The Beaumont Enterprise (Beaumont, TX), 6 October 
2007, A1.  

 
255 Moore, A1.  
 
256 LaBiche.  
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these buildings do not promote the regional heritage of the area by emulating local 

historic lighthouses, they do communicate their proximity to the coast 

Port Lavaca, Texas 
 Port Lavaca is a moderately-sized town with about 12,000 residents.257  It is 

located near Victoria, Texas, and was documented as an active port as early as 1815 

(figure 4.10).258  One lighthouse tower and four screw-pile lighthouses historically 

served the area: the Matagorda Island Lighthouse, the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse, the 

Swash Point Lighthouse, and the East and West Shoal lighthouses (figures 3.5, 3.11). 

The only remaining screw-pile lighthouse in Texas, the Halfmoon Reef 

Lighthouse, was relocated to Port Lavaca in 1979.259  This lighthouse serves as the 

logo for the Calhoun County Chamber of Commerce and served as the inspiration for 

the First National Bank branch building in nearby Port O’Connor.  Another building in 

Port Lavaca, the Wells Fargo Bank building, also appears to have been inspired by the 

design of a screw-pile lighthouse, but does it does not resemble the Halfmoon Reef.     

The Calhoun County Chamber of Commerce 

The Calhoun County Chamber of Commerce has adopted an image of the 

Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse as its logo (figure 4.11).  The logo is a stylized image of 

the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse with many details such as the clapboard siding and the 

divided window panes removed.  The hexagonal structure is shown with an abstract 

image of the sun and the three flags that are nearby: the United States Flag, the Texas 

State Flag, and the Calhoun County Flag.  Although the use of this specific local 

lighthouse does promote the town’s maritime heritage, according to Mrs. Lacey 

Ekberg, Executive Director of the Port Lavaca Chamber of Commerce, the use of the 

                                                 
257 “Port Lavaca, Texas,” http://www.city-data.com/city/Port-Lavaca-Texas.html, accessed 10 

March 2009.  
 
258 Calhoun County Historical Commission, 4.   
 
259 Tracy Connell, “Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse preserved in Port Lavaca,” Texas Magazine (The 

Houston Chronicle), 13 July 2003, 6. 
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lighthouse’s image relates more to the Bauer family’s association with the 

lighthouse.260  The lighthouse was chosen as the Chamber’s logo in the 1980s as a 

memorial to W.H. Bauer Sr., who donated the lighthouse to the city, established a trust 

for its preservation, and donated the money for the Chamber building and activities 

center (figure 4.12).261 

 While it is not evident whether all Port Lavaca residents associate the 

Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse with the Bauer family or with the region’s maritime 

heritage, the use of this lighthouse as the Chamber of Commerce’s logo does promote 

the region’s heritage.262  Visitors to the town who may not know anything about the 

Bauer family or their role in preserving the lighthouse will see the historic structure 

outside the Chamber building and its image in the Chamber’s logo and likely associate 

it with the area’s maritime history and not a specific family.   

The First National Bank Building 

The branch office of the First National Bank in nearby Port O’Conner, which 

opened in 2009, was inspired by the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse (fig 4.13).  According 

to W.H. Bauer, Jr., the design of this building was meant to recall the design of the 

Halfmoon Reef, and it resembles a lighthouse inside and out.263  The interior is 

finished with rough hewn wood and details that recall lighthouse construction.  One of 

the more notable features is a large spiral staircase in the building’s interior.  While 

the stair is used only for accessing the clerestory windows for cleaning and 

maintenance and is not for public use, it does recall the spiral staircases that are in 

most lighthouse towers.    

                                                 
260 Mrs. Lacey Ekberg, Executive Director, Port Lavaca Chamber of Commerce, Port Lavaca, Texas, 

interview by author, 20 November 2008. 
 
261 Ibid. 
 
262 Ms. Lea Anne Ragusin, Office Administrator, Port Lavaca Chamber of Commerce, interview by 

author, 20 November 2008.    
 
263 Mr. W.H. Bauer, Jr., President, First National Bank of Port Lavaca, Port Lavaca, Texas, 

interview by author, 20 November 2008.   
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The choice to imitate the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse and not a typical 

lighthouse tower, according to Bauer, was a practical decision; the screw-pile 

lighthouse allowed for more interior space than a tower would have.264  Although the 

building’s scale and interior arrangement do not duplicate those found in the 

Halfmoon Reef, the octagonal building does still resemble a lighthouse.   

The most notable differences from the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse are that this 

building is octagonal rather than hexagonal, and a large cupola has been placed atop 

the building where the lantern would be. The exterior of the building has a red and 

white color scheme and is clad in cypress boards.  A large covered porch surrounds 

most of the building.  The large fixed glass windows also differ from those found at 

the Halfmoon Reef, which are double-hung, divided-light windows.   

The design of this new building, which is several miles from the Halfmoon 

Reef Lighthouse’s current location, according to Bauer, was primarily intended to be 

different and to attract attention.265  Based on comments and interest that has been 

shown in this building by residents and visitors to the area, this goal has been 

accomplished.  However, the fact that W.H. Bauer, Jr., was responsible for the design 

of this building does support the claim that imagery of the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse 

is primarily associated with the Bauer family. 

The Wells Fargo Bank Building 

Another bank building in Port Lavaca, the Wells Fargo bank building, 

resembles a square screw-pile lighthouse (figure 4.14).  Built in 2004 and designed by 

Barbee Architects, Inc. of Austin, this building had to meet newly implemented 

hurricane codes, endure the corrosive salt air, and have an “image that was appropriate 

                                                 
264 Bauer.  
 
265 Ibid.  
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to the context of the Gulf Coast.”266  The form for this building, however, was not 

inspired by a lighthouse but by a cluster of agricultural buildings north of Port 

Lavaca.267  The idea of a lighthouse was only incorporated in the design of the 

building’s central light monitor.   

 The building is square, and its exterior is clad in panels of cypress. 268  

Including the steep metal roof and the light monitor, the building is roughly three 

stories tall.  The interior has a modern feel, the roof and light monitor are exposed and 

the primary materials seen are steel and glass.  Although the appearance of this 

building was not intended to be a lighthouse, its proximity to the historic Halfmoon 

Reef Lighthouse does lend some lighthouse imagery to the design. 

Although some claim that the use of the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse's form by 

the Calhoun County Chamber of Commerce and the First National Bank building in 

nearby Port O’Conner are a result of their association with the Bauer family, these 

structures still promote local maritime heritage by resembling a specific local 

lighthouse.  The Wells Fargo Bank building, though not intended to be a lighthouse, 

also relates to local maritime heritage and suggests another of the forms that screw-

pile lighthouses have taken.      

Rockport, Texas 
 South of Port Lavaca, the city of Rockport has three clear examples of 

lighthouse imagery: the Lighthouse Inn, the Rockport Starbucks, and the lighthouse 

addition to the Texas Maritime Museum (figure 4.15).  Rockport was a destination for 

vacationers around the turn of the twentieth century, but was crippled by a hurricane in 

1919.269  The city has recovered, and today it is a small coastal retreat on Aransas Bay 

                                                 
266 Barbee Architects, Inc., “Wells Fargo Bank –Port Lavaca,” 

http://barbeeincbloginfo.blogspot.com/2007/11/wells-fargo-bank-port-lavaca.html, accessed 5 January 
2009.  

 
267 William Barbee, Principal, Barbee Architects, Inc., Austin, Texas, telephone interview by author, 

29 January 2009.    
 
268 Ibid.  
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with about 9,000 residents.270  Although the focus of this small community is the bay, 

none of the three buildings that use the lighthouse form resemble the Aransas Pass 

Lighthouse (figure 3.26). 

Texas Maritime Museum 

An addition to the Texas Maritime Museum in Rockport built in 2000 takes the 

form of a square lighthouse tower (figure 4.16).271  The square lighthouse tower is 

constructed of concrete, which distinguishes it from the older, brick building.  Small 

windows in the otherwise solid tower imitate the fenestration seen in the original 

building.  A balcony around the upper level and a light monitor at the top of the three-

story structure reinforce the imagery of a lighthouse.  This building, however, does not 

resemble a specific lighthouse, but borrows many features, such as the balcony and 

tapering form, to be reminiscent of a stereotypical lighthouse tower.  The tower’s 

square design is a sharp contrast to the older building, completed in 1989, which is 

dominated by a large semicircular feature on its southern elevation which resembles 

an apse, a feature normally found in churches.  Apart from the lighthouse tower, the 

other additions to the main building have shed roofs.       

 According to museum curator Phil Barnes, the lighthouse form was chosen 

primarily to communicate a close proximity to the coast.272   Another consideration 

was to relate the exterior of the addition with the lighthouse paintings by Harold 

Phoenix that it was built to house.273  The lighthouse addition to the Texas Maritime 

Museum does not relate to a local historic lighthouse, or any specific lighthouse, and 

                                                                                                                                             
269 William Allen and Sue Hestings Taylor, Aransas: The Life of a Texas Coastal County (Austin: 

Eakin Press, 1997), 170-183.  
 
270 “Rockport, Texas,” http://www.city-data.com/city/Rockport-Texas.html, accessed 10 March 

2009. 
 
271 Phil Barnes, Curator, Texas Maritime Museum, interview by author, Rockport, Texas, 21 

November 2008.  
 
272 Ibid.  
 
273 Harold Phoenix painted the watercolors that appear in T. Lindsay Baker’s Lighthouses of Texas, 

and the originals were donated to the Texas Maritime Museum in Rockport in 1990.  
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was primarily intended to convey the building’s proximity to the coast.  An 

opportunity for the Texas Maritime Museum to make a strong connection to Texas 

maritime heritage was wasted by not incorporating the form of a Texas lighthouse into 

this building.   

The Lighthouse Inn 

Although not the earliest building to have adopted the lighthouse tower form in 

Rockport, the Lighthouse Inn at Aransas Bay, built in 2002, is a strong example of 

lighthouse imagery (fig. 4.17, 4.18, 4.19).274  The dominant feature of this building is a 

tall square lighthouse tower at its entrance.275  Although there are many details, such 

as clapboard siding, and corner boards, these are muted.  The only conspicuous details 

on the exterior of the building are on the lighthouse tower.  A circular medallion, 

wooden shingle siding, a faux balcony, and an unnecessary cornice adorn this simple 

square structure.  The inspiration for this building did not come from a Texas 

lighthouse, but from a building in San Diego, California.276           

According to Jason Russell, Principal at GSR Andrade Architects in Dallas, 

and the lead architect for the project, the design was entirely driven by the client, who 

had visited the Hotel Del Coronado in San Diego, which was designed by James Reid 

of New Brunswick, Canada, and was completed in 1888 (figure 4.20).277  The red and 

white color scheme and the lavish Victorian interior, with wood carvings and 

sumptuous furniture, were inspired by this famous hotel.  The client, who was a 

wealthy individual from Rockport, also wanted a lighthouse tower that his friends 

could see from their boats.  This accounts for the exaggerated height of the tower, 

which seems disproportionate to the scale of the building.  The client supplied the 
                                                 

274 Jason Russell, Principal, GSR Andrade Architects, Dallas, Texas, telephone interview by author, 
2 March 2009. 

   
275 Mike Probst, “Chamber hosts ribbon cutting ceremony for Lighthouse Inn,” Rockport Pilot, 22 

October 2003, archived online at 
http://www.rockportpilot.com/articles/2003/10/22/business/business02.txt, accessed 16 January 2009.  

 
276 Russell.  
 
277 Ibid.  
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architects with several pictures of lighthouses that he had taken, and several of the 

architects at the firm played off of their own ideas of a lighthouse tower.   

The completed building clearly resembles a lighthouse and is actually lit 

nightly, but it does not relate to any local historic buildings.  This Inn was inspired 

primarily by buildings not in Texas but in California.  The image of a stereotypical 

lighthouse tower was primarily used to communicate the building’s proximity to the 

bay.    

Rockport Starbucks 

Situated between the Lighthouse Inn and the Texas Maritime Museum is an 

example of the lighthouse form being used in a commercial building, a Starbucks 

location (figure 4.21).  Opened in 2006, the exterior of this building appears to be a 

copy of the Lighthouse Inn’s distinctive tower.  The square lighthouse tower has two 

windows per side, is clad in horizontal siding and wood shingles, and even has a 

circular medallion, although it is the Starbucks logo.  The exterior of the building has 

many details similar to the Lighthouse Inn, such as corner boards and divided glass 

windows, but is more proportionate than the Inn.  The only noticeable difference is the 

color scheme, which is blue and white rather than red and white.  The interior, 

however, has no relation to a lighthouse; the ceiling is flat and the central light 

monitor is blocked.278  Unfortunately, although this location was constantly busy, it 

was one of the more than 600 Starbucks locations that were closed in August 2008.  

As of May 2009, the building has not been reoccupied.   

The examples of lighthouse imagery in Rockport do not relate to local heritage 

by resembling a specific historic lighthouse.  Instead, these buildings resemble the 

clients’ ideas of a stereotypical lighthouse tower.  The primary purpose of emulating 

the lighthouse tower form in Rockport is to communicate the town’s proximity to the 

bay. 

                                                 
278 Dina Hill, Vice Chairman, Rockport-Fulton Chamber of Commerce, Rockport, Texas, interview 

by author, 21 November 2008. 
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Port Isabel, Texas 
 Near the southern tip of the Texas coast, the city of Port Isabel has two clear 

examples of the lighthouse tower form being used: the Port Isabel Chamber of 

Commerce and the Lighthouse Establishment Cinema, both of which relate to the 

historic Point Isabel Lighthouse (figure 4.22).  In 2000, the lighthouse was fully 

restored, and a replica of the caretaker’s residence was constructed to serve as an 

interpretive center.279  The lighthouse now serves as the center of the community and 

many events take place at the “lighthouse square,” similar to other small towns and 

their courthouse squares; in 2007 Port Isabel had a population of 5,268.280  

Reinforcing the lighthouse as a symbol of the community, the Port Isabel Chamber of 

Commerce and the Lighthouse Establishment Cinema both make use of the image and 

the site of the historic lighthouse. 

Port Isabel Chamber of Commerce 

The Port Isabel Chamber of Commerce offices were moved into the 

reconstruction of the caretaker’s residence when it was completed in 2000 (figure 

4.23).  Although not imitating the form of the historic lighthouse, this faithful 

reconstruction was intended to relate to the town’s maritime heritage.281  The exterior 

of the structure was designed to match the original in form and materials, and to be 

approximately the same square footage (figure 4.24).  The connection to the 

lighthouse continues through its use as the Chamber’s logo (figure 4.25).  The 

lighthouse serves as a source of local pride and promotes the community’s maritime 

heritage. 

 

 
                                                 

279 Patricia Caperton Parent, “Surviving,” Texas: Houston Chronicle Magazine (22 August 2004), 6.  
 
280 “Port Isabel, Texas,” http://www.city-data.com/city/Port-Isabel-Texas.html, accessed 10 March 

2009. 
  
281 Dennis DeWitt, “Programmatic Considerations: Port Isabel S.H.P.”  (Austin, TX: Texas Parks 

and Wildlife Department, 1997), photocopied, 2.  
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The Lighthouse Establishment Cinema 

Debuting on July 4, 2005, the Lighthouse Establishment Cinema has come up 

with an innovative way to draw both locals and visitors to the historic lighthouse.282  

Several nights throughout the year, free movies are shown on the exterior of the 

lighthouse tower (figure 4.26).  People are encouraged to arrive early to stake out their 

spots with lawn chairs or blankets and to tour the lighthouse, which stays open later on 

those nights.  The logo for the Lighthouse Establishment Cinema has an image of the 

Point Isabel Lighthouse, which is sitting atop a roll of film, and the name “Lighthouse 

Establishment” coming from the lighthouse tower on a piece of film imitating a beam 

of light (figure 4.27).  Using an image of the historic Point Isabel Lighthouse clearly 

associates with the lighthouse, and the name itself comes from the United States 

Lighthouse Establishment, which was created in 1789 to oversee United States 

Lighthouses and was responsible for the design and construction of the Point Isabel 

Lighthouse.283  The use of the Lighthouse Establishment’s name successfully makes a 

connection to U.S. lighthouse heritage, and the use of an identifiable image of the 

Point Isabel Lighthouse makes a connection to regional maritime heritage. 

Both the Port Isabel Chamber of Commerce and the Lighthouse Establishment 

Cinema use images of the historic Point Isabel Lighthouse to connect with the town’s 

maritime heritage.  The Point Isabel Lighthouse, however, does have the appearance 

of a stereotypical lighthouse tower, which may have encouraged it use in logos.  The 

Point Isabel Lighthouse is also owned by the state of Texas, which provided the city of 

Port Isabel with some unique opportunities that may not have been available to them 

otherwise.  The use of the caretaker’s residence by the Chamber of Commerce, for 

example, promotes the lighthouse and the town’s maritime heritage, but may not have 

been possible if the lighthouse were privately owned. 

 
                                                 

282 Edward Meza, Director of the Museums of Port Isabel, interview by author, 13 July 2007, Port 
Isabel, Texas.   

 
283 “Lighthouse Establishment Cinema Background Information,” http://www.portisabel-

texas.com/lighthousecinema/background.html, accessed 9 January 2009.   
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In each of the four communities analyzed, the lighthouse form was used to 

create a place identity, giving the town a focal point and a unique identity.284  Place 

identity refers to the desire to create a unique local or regional presence.  Although the 

imagery of a local historic lighthouse could successfully serve to create place identity 

and to promote a town’s maritime heritage, the image of a stereotypical lighthouse 

tower was often preferred.   Only one of the four towns examined, Port Lavaca, used 

the image of a non-lighthouse-tower lighthouse, and this is explained by the Executive 

Director of the Port Lavaca Chamber of Commerce as being a memorial to Mr. W.H. 

Bauer, Sr., who had been directly responsible for that lighthouse’s preservation.  In the 

other three communities, the image of a stereotypical lighthouse tower has been 

preferred, and in most cases this has resulted in the inspiration for new buildings 

coming from places other than Texas.  Buildings in Washington, California, and 

Maine served as the inspiration for lighthouse imagery in new buildings constructed in 

Sabine Pass and Rockport. 

The use of local lighthouse imagery in Port Isabel and Port Lavaca promotes 

the maritime heritage of these towns.  In Sabine Pass and Rockport, the use of 

stereotypical lighthouse towers that either are not inspired by specific lighthouses or 

are inspired by lighthouses outside of Texas, communicates only that the town is near 

the coast.  While the use of the stereotypical lighthouse tower does preserve the idea 

of a lighthouse, it does not actually promote Texas’s rich maritime heritage.  

  

 

 

                  

            

  

 

   
                                                 

284 Charles C. Bohl, Place Making: Developing Town Centers, Main Streets, and Urban Villages 
(Washington, D.C.: ULI-the Urban Land Institute, 2002), 12. 
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Figure 4.1. Map showing the location of Sabine Pass, TX, created by author.  Source: Texas Counties Map, 
http://www.county.org/resources/countydata/Bin/locater.html, accessed 4 January 2009.  Map of Sabine Pass, 
Texas, http://maps.google.com/, accessed 4 January 2009.  
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Figure 4.2. The Sabine Pass Lighthouse (1858), Sabine Pass, Louisiana.  Source: 
http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/sabinepass.JPG, accessed 17 October 2008. 

 

 
Figure 4.3. Map showing the locations and distances of the Sabine Bank ISD Building, the Sabine Pass Lighthouse, 
and the original location of the Sabine Bank Lighthouse, created by author.  Source: lighthouse locations from GPS 
coordinates at Lighthouse Friends.com http://www.lighthousefriends.com/index.html, accessed 5 January 2009.  
Map of Sabine Pass, Texas http://maps.google.com/, accessed 5 January 2009. 
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Figure 4.4. The Sabine Pass ISD Building (2003), Sabine Pass, Texas.  Photograph, 2007, by author. 

 

 
Figure 4.5. Exterior of the Dental Dock (2006) in Port Arthur, Texas.  Photograph, 2006, by Patti Salter, Services 
Coordinator, Port Arthur Convention and Visitors Bureau. 
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Figure 4.6. Map showing the locations and distances of the Dental Dock and the Sabine Pass Lighthouse, created 
by author.  Source: lighthouse locations from GPS coordinates at Lighthouse Friends.com 
http://www.lighthousefriends.com/index.html, accessed 5 January 2009.  Map of Sabine Pass, Texas 
http://maps.google.com/, accessed 5 January 2009. 

 

 
Figure 4.7. Shurgard Self Storage facility in Antioch, Tennessee.  Source: Photograph, 2008, Waymarking.com, 
http://www.waymarking.com/gallery/image.aspx?f=1&guid=2dd2aefe-64ec-4c7f-a15d-bfbf13462ade, accessed 3 
March 2009.  
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Figure 4.8. Point Robinson Lighthouse (1885), near Tacoma, Washington.  Source: Photograph, undated, U.S. 
Coast Guard Photo Archives, http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/pointrobinson.jpg, accessed 6 March 
2009. 

  

 
Figure 4.9. The Dental Dock (2006), Port Arthur, Texas.  Aerial photograph, c. 2006.  Live Search Maps,  
http://maps.live.com/#JnE9eXAubmludGgrYXZlJTdlc3N0LjAlN2VwZy4xJmJiPTI5Ljk4ODI0NDYxNTUwOSU3
ZS05My43NTIxNzQzNzc0NDE0JTdlMjkuODEwNTYxMzE3NzcwOCU3ZS05NC4xMDY0ODM0NTk0NzI3, 
accessed 4 March 2009.  
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Figure 4.10. Map showing the location of Port Lavaca, TX, created by author.  Source: Texas Counties Map, 
http://www.county.org/resources/countydata/Bin/locater.html, accessed 4 January 2009.  Map of Port Lavaca, 
Texas, http://maps.google.com/, accessed 4 January 2009. 
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Figure 4.11. Logo, Port Lavaca-Calhoun County Chamber of Commerce.  Graphic provided by the Port Lavaca-
Calhoun County Chamber of Commerce. 

  

 

 
Figure 4.12. The Bauer Community Center (location of the Chamber of Commerce offices) and the relocated 
Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse.  Rendering provided by the Port Lavaca-Calhoun County Chamber of Commerce.  
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Figure 4.13. First National Bank Building (2009), Port O'Connor, Texas.  Photograph, 2008, by author. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 4.14. Wells Fargo Bank building (2004), Port Lavaca, Texas.  Photograph, 2008, by author. 
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Figure 4.15. Map showing the locations and distances of the Lighthouse Inn, Starbucks, the Texas Maritime 
Museum, and the Aransas Pass Lighthouse, created by author.  Source: lighthouse location from GPS coordinates 
at Lighthouse Friends.com http://www.lighthousefriends.com/index.html, accessed 5 January 2009.  Map of 
Rockport, Texas http://maps.google.com/, accessed 5 January 2009. 

 

 
Figure 4.16. Texas Maritime Museum (lighthouse addition 2000), Rockport, Texas.  Photograph, 2008, by author. 
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Figure 4.17. The Lighthouse Inn (2003) at night, Rockport, Texas.  Photograph, 2008, by author. 
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Figure 4.18. The Lighthouse Inn (2003), Rockport, Texas.  Photograph, 2008, by author.   

 

 
Figure 4.19. The Lighthouse Inn (2003), Rockport, Texas.  Aerial photograph, c. 2005.  Live Search Maps, 
http://maps.live.com/#JnE9eXAucm9ja3BvcnQlMmMrdHglN2Vzc3QuMCU3ZXBnLjEmYmI9NTIuMjE0MzM4
NjA4MjU4MiU3ZS01MC4yNzM0Mzc1JTdlOC45Mjg0ODcwNjI2NjU0OSU3ZS0xNDAuOTc2NTYyNQ==, 
accessed 4 March 2009. 
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Figure 4.20. The Hotel Del Coronado (1888), San Diego, California.  Photograph, c. 2007, by Carol Highsmith, 
http://blog.aia.org/mt-
static/plugins/Ajaxify/tinymce/jscripts/tiny_mce/plugins/imagemanager/images/favorite_architecture_images/18_h
otel_del_coronado_lg.jpg, accessed 4 March 2009. 

 
Figure 4.21. Starbucks Coffee (2006), Rockport, Texas.  Photograph, c. 2006, courtesy of Rockport Pilot. 
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Figure 4.22. Map showing the location of Port Isabel, Texas, created by author.  Source: Texas Counties Map 
http://www.county.org/resources/countydata/Bin/locater.html, accessed 4 January 2009.  Map of Port Isabel, Texas 
http://maps.google.com/, accessed 10 January 2009. 

 

 
Figure 4.23. Port Isabel Chamber of Commerce (2000) and Point Isabel Lighthouse (1853), Port Isabel, Texas.  
Photograph, 2007, by author. 
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Figure 4.24. Point Isabel Lighthouse and Caretaker’s Residence (1853), Port Isabel, Texas.  Photograph, c. 1900, 
Baker, Lighthouses of Texas, 21. 

 

 
Figure 4.25. Port Isabel Chamber of Commerce Lapel Pin. Photograph, 2008, by author. 
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Figure 4.26. The Wizards of Oz playing on the Point Isabel Lighthouse (1853), Port Isabel, Texas.  Photograph, 
2007, by author. 

 

 
Figure 4.27. Logo, Lighthouse Establishment Cinema, photocopy.  Graphic provided by the Port Isabel Chamber of 
Commerce.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 
Texas residents have been more interested in preserving the idea of lighthouses 

than in preserving their actual historic lighthouse structures.  This is evident not only 

in the preservation of the more familiar form of the lighthouse tower, but also in the 

use of lighthouse imagery by civic and commercial organizations along the Texas 

Coast.  Recent articles pertaining to Texas lighthouses that have been published in 

newspapers and magazines rarely mention any lighthouses other than the lighthouse 

towers that remain.  A 2006 article written by U.S. Senator John Cornyn of Texas 

stated that “the Texas Gulf Coast is home to lighthouses with great histories of their 

own,” and only recounted stories of the Sabine Pass, Aransas Pass, and Bolivar Point 

lighthouses, which are all lighthouse towers.285  Cornyn also lamented that “no 

lighthouse preservation effort exists in Texas.”286  He did not mention, however, that 

most of the lighthouses in Texas had already been destroyed and that the remaining 

lighthouses are either in private hands or are being preserved and maintained by local 

organizations.  He also failed to mention the diversity of lighthouse types that were 

once in Texas, or the one screw-pile lighthouse that has been preserved.  Articles like 

this one reinforce the idea that Texas residents no longer recognize or appreciate the 

rich maritime heritage of their state.  This project identified the public’s preference for 

the recognizable form of the lighthouse tower, seen both in preservation and in new 

construction, and presented the consequence of this preference.  An incomplete history 

of Texas lighthouses minimizes their importance and the distinction that Texas once 

had a greater number of different lighthouse types than any other state.  

While this study focused on lighthouse preservation, greater lessons can be 

applied to the preservation of other building types.  Any building type that has an 

iconic form, such as log cabins, barns, and other vernacular architecture, risk this 

                                                 
285 Cornyn. 
 
286 Ibid.  
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familiar form negatively affecting preservation efforts.  By losing the less iconic forms 

that a particular building type had, the history and the evolution of that particular 

building type is incomplete.  In the example of Texas lighthouses, the screw-pile 

design was best suited to the Texas Coastline because of an outer rim of sand banks 

that protect the coast.  However, since this form did not look like a lighthouse, all but 

one of this lighthouse form have been lost.  Preserving different building forms 

expresses not only the variety of different forms, but also the advantages that certain 

forms might have had in a particular region.  This can also be important when 

preserving more utilitarian objects such as grain silos or windmills. 

Analyzing the development of the modern, or iconic, lighthouse tower showed 

that this form originated as a practical response to the lighthouse’s exposed location.  

By including examples of lighthouse design both before and after this form was 

introduced, a more complete story was told.  Rather than just commenting on the 

advantages of the conical tower, examining earlier lighthouse design showed that this 

was a radically new concept, one which was developed through the lessons learned 

from previous lighthouses that were destroyed by storms.  The conical form was 

developed because it would provide minimal resistance wind and water forces.  The 

influence that this lighthouse form has had on future lighthouses demonstrated its 

success.  This lighthouse, which had survived many storms, was worth imitating.  This 

structure also marked a trend that continued into the twentieth century, countries 

looked to England for lighthouse designs.    

Examining lighthouse construction in Texas showed the variety of forms that 

lighthouses in the United States took.  In Texas, the stereotypical lighthouse tower was 

not historically the most prevalent lighthouse type.  The screw-pile lighthouse, 

designed to be built upon sand banks, was the best suited and most common type of 

lighthouse built in Texas.287  Other lighthouse types found in Texas included brick 

towers, cast-iron towers, a skeletal tower, pile lighthouses, and a caisson lighthouse.  

Today, however, only four lighthouse towers and one screw-pile lighthouse have been 
                                                 

287 Holland, America’s Lighthouses, 149.  
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preserved.  Examining the preservation efforts for Texas lighthouses established that 

the preservation of the four lighthouse towers was a result of the public’s preference 

for that iconic form.  There are examples of lighthouse towers that are relatively 

inaccessible being preserved while screw-pile and pile lighthouses that could be seen 

and approached without the aid of a boat have been lost. 

In communities like Galveston, which had a variety of different lighthouse 

types, the public was very protective of the lighthouse tower, while apathy was shown 

towards the abandonment and decay of the screw-pile and pile lighthouses.  

Communities with historic lighthouse towers, however, have fought to protect and 

preserve these iconic structures.  The value of the more unique and distinctive 

lighthouse types was not recognized.  

The public’s fascination with the lighthouse tower is not only evident in the 

preservation of these lighthouses, but is also apparent in the use of lighthouse imagery 

in new construction along the Texas Coast.  An evaluation of four Texas coastal 

communities reinforced the preference for the lighthouse tower form.   

Whenever lighthouse imagery was incorporated in new construction, it often 

followed the idea of what a lighthouse should be.  In Port Isabel, this image took the 

form of the local Point Isabel Lighthouse, which has resulted in a preservation of local 

maritime heritage.  In Sabine Pass and Rockport, however, the inspiration for 

lighthouse imagery came from as far away as Washington, California, and New 

England.  Seeking an image that would communicate “lighthouse,” business owners in 

these communities looked well beyond the examples found in Texas. 

An uncommon example of lighthouse imagery was identified in Port Lavaca, 

where the only surviving screw-pile lighthouse, the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse has 

been preserved.  In Port Lavaca, the image of the Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse serves as 

the logo for the Port Lavaca Chamber of Commerce and also inspired the design of the 

First National Bank of Port Lavaca’s branch building in Port O’Connor.  While this 

community serves as an example of how a business can incorporate a distinctive local 
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historic lighthouse into its logo or building, many residents do not recognize the 

Halfmoon Reef Lighthouse as a “real lighthouse.”288  This proves, again, that most 

people relate lighthouses with only one type, the lighthouse tower. 

Why the lighthouse tower is more recognizable and better understood than 

other lighthouse types could not be addressed in this study.  Emotional associations 

with the characteristics of strength and integrity, which some researchers have 

suggested that the lighthouse tower evokes, may be the cause.289  To actually confirm 

this theory, however, lighthouse preservation efforts would need to be studied on a 

national or international scale.  While this study was not broad enough to address 

whether the association with these characteristics is why the public seems to be more 

attached to the lighthouse tower, by examining the development of the modern 

lighthouse tower, historical, rather than purely emotional or observational, 

explanations for these characteristics were identified.       

     Another issue addressed in this study is how lighthouse towers can still 

serve their local communities.  In Port Isabel, the community has embraced its 

lighthouse as a landmark and has developed unique ways to promote their local 

maritime heritage.  One of the most successful approaches has been the Lighthouse 

Establishment Cinema, founded in 2005, which projects free public movies onto the 

exterior of the tower.  This approach could be effective with any historic structure; it 

does not damage the building, it presents a way for people to connect with the site, and 

it encourages visitors.  

 Regrettably the diverse history of Texas lighthouses is no longer expressed 

along the Texas Coast.  Hopefully, recognizing the impact that this has had on 

preserving and remembering the history of Texas lighthouses will encourage other 

regions to preserve a greater variety of lighthouse types.  Lighthouse preservation is a 

                                                 
288 Ms. Lea Anne Ragusin, Office Administrator, Port Lavaca Chamber of Commerce, interview by 

author, 20 November 2008.    
 
289 Blake, 11.  
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growing movement, and the federal government has begun assisting in the 

preservation of lighthouses with the National Historic Lighthouse Preservation Act of 

2000. 290  Of the more than ninety lighthouses that have been made available, at no 

cost, to nonprofit organizations for their preservation since 2000, however, only 

twenty-five have actually been transferred; the majority of those that have been 

transferred are lighthouse towers.291 

 Apart from the practical application of encouraging the preservation of diverse 

types of historic lighthouses in a particular region, there is also a question of what can 

be done to promote public awareness in a region that has already lost its historic 

lighthouses.  A traveling exhibition of historic lighthouse photographs and information 

along the coast is one approach that could be taken.  Another approach could be an 

informational website.  A template for this might be developed from the U.S. Coast 

Guard’s “Historic Light Stations: Information and Photography” site, which only 

includes U.S. Coast Guard photographs and statistics for the lighthouses in each 

state.292  The reconstruction of historic lighthouse forms, either for the purpose of a 

museum or a business that uses the exterior appearance of a historic lighthouse that is 

no longer extant, could also be a successful approach.  These methods could also be 

adopted for promoting other historic building forms unique to an area, such as log 

cabins, barns, and other vernacular building types, that are no longer extant.  Although 

the options for promoting public awareness for unique buildings that have been lost 

decreases, there are still opportunities to inform the public about what their region 

once had.        

  

                                                 
290 National Park Service, “National Historic Lighthouse Preservation Act of 2000,” 

http://www.nps.gov/history/maritime/nhlpa/nhlpa.htm, accessed 25 March 2009. 
 

291 Ibid.  
 
292 U.S. Coast Guard, “Historic Light Stations: Information and Photography,” 

http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/USCGLightList.asp, accessed 12 March 2009.  
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