
By Henry R. Bang 
To those of our contem

poraries who embrace the 
total comforts of the electro
n ir a11e. the Fire Island 
Light is a relic or a past age, 
like the nickel beer, vaude
ville and the open-sided 
trolley cars. 

Those international 
travelers who sit secure in 
the staterooms or the great 

. ocean liners or in cabins of 
the strato jets hurtling 
through the stratosphere 
are only dimly aware or the 
invisible pulses or a far-off 
radar staion reaching out 
electronic fingers that 

.caress the vessels night and 
day. They give little thought 
to the men in the pilot's 
cabin, or to the officers on 
the bridge, whose eyes are 
glued to the impersonal 
black screen with the cald 
green light sweeping 
around in a circle, causing a 
blip to pinpoint the position 
of the vessel carrying hun
dreds, perhaps thousands, 

of souls to a far-off destina
tion through the nighl 

But for those who follow 
the sea, and those thought
ful romantics that think ab
out man and nature, the 
lighthouse stands even to
day as a sturdy symbol of 
man's enduring strength in 
his struggle against the 
forces of nature, of his de
sire to help bis fellow man 
make his way through the 
unfriendly darkness of the 
night. 

We suspect that even the 
veteran sea-going captain, 
with all his sophisticated 
radar and radio beams to 
guide him, must still feel a 
warming sense of relief, 
when he 'makes' the Fire ls-
1 and Light . To those 
thousands of pleasure boat 
sailors who have braved the 
open sea on their way back 
from Cutty Hunk and Nan
tucket, or are returning 
from an ocean adventure to 
Bermuda or the Caribbean, 
making a lighthouse on the 

return breaks the silent 
dam of tension. 

The far-off pinpoint of 
light that revolved In the 
darkness once beamed 
warmth and welcome. The 
sight of the lighthouse 
announces the proximity of' 
home and hearth , It brings a 
physical comfort that can
not be matched by the cold, 
electronic blips or the radar 
screen. 

There in the distance, the 
bright flashing light bes
poke a human presence in 
the night. The lighthouse 
keeper was on the job, a 
man and his family nearby, 
a human being reaching out 
through the night across the 
sea to guide you home. 

A friendly landmark dur-
1 n g the day for the 
thousands of craft that ply 
the Great South Bay, and the 
even hardier souls who ven
ture out into the ocean, the 
Fire Island Light brought 
the presence of mankind to 
souls at sea and those seek-

ing their way through the 
darkness. 

The Fire Island Light 
went dark In 1974, after 148 
years of service to those 
navigating in Long Island 
waters. Modem technology 
bad made it obsolete. Yet, 
the gaunt and lonely 
anachronism still stands as 
a landmark today, familiar 
and comforting to boatmen 
... and or special signifi
cance to those with a sense 
or history. 

In a letter written on June 
15, 1825 Jonathan Thomp
son, the Federal Superin
tendent of Lighthouses, de
scribes the purchase of the 
property on the east side of 
the Fire Island Inlet for the 
purpose of building a light
house: 

0 Because I was unable to 
obtain a title lo the land by 
purchase as there was 
doubt who were, if any per
son was the owner, there
fore, I made application to 
the State Legislature for a 
cession of the jurisdiction 
over It and for Commission
ers to approve the value of 
the land at fifty dollars, 
which I have paid and have 
received for the United 
States a certified copy of the 
Act and a duplicate of the 
appraisement. which has 
been recorded, all of which 
makes a good and sufficient 
title to the land." 

While the exact dates of 
construction are not shown 
in the records, it has been 
established that work was 
completed and the Light in 
operation in late 1826. It is 
also recorded that while the 
original appropriation was 
for $10,000, the tota l cost of 
the lighthouse, the dwell 
ing, th e well and the lamps 
was $9.!tfl!Ui5 T he 35 Cf"nls 
wa ~ carr i<" d in "s u rplu s ,.., .. , ,. -

was originally equipped 
with "eighteen lamps and 
burnished reflectors," and 
according to the records, 
was visible for 27 nautical 
miles. Jt was equipped with 
the "most approved revolv
ing plan," which caused the 
lamps to make a complete 
revolution In one minute 
and thirty seconds. II con
sisted of a weight attached 
to a cable that was hand 
cranked every four hours by 
the keeper to bring the 
weight up to the top of the 
tower. A governor mechan
ism controlled the revolu
tion of the lamps. 

In 1842, the lamp arrange
ment was changed to 14 
lamps and 21 reflectors with 
visibility reduced to 22 
miles. There is no explana
tion for this. perhaps It was 
an early governmental eco
nomy move. 

There Is very little mate
rial available as to the 
reason for replacing the ori
ginal lighthouse, aner only 
30 years of operation, with 
the much larger present 
structure. 

Some evidence indicates 
that the original structure 
was not tall enough for its 
beam to be seen far enough 
to give the required protec
tion to ships at sea. We also 
know that the first light
house did not stand up well 
to the fierce elements of 
wind and sea. 

Until 1852 , the light
houses were under superin• 
tend"ence of the Fifth Au
ditor of the Treasury, who 
had other matters to attend 
to and who himself was not 
chosen as an expert in light
houses , con struction or 
maintenance. Because of 
the constant compla ints a b
out tlw dt~rtch'nci<'s o r our 
li ghthouse ~y~tcm. a com-
,. . i - - : .,,. " " - ,, ·•I I , , ,~ .. · 

As a result of their report, a 
Lighthouse Board was cre
ated by an Act of Congress 
in 1852. This board con
sisted of two naval officers. 
one officer or the Engineers 
Corps, and two civilians 
with engineering back
grounds. The board was 
charged with the erection, 
repair and maintenance of 
all lighthouses, light ships 
and buoys, with reducing 
the navigational risks, and 
with making American har
bors more accessible. 

The Lighthouse Board 
moved quickly to upgrade 
the light service from one or 
the worst In the world to one 
of the besl Congress voted 
funds for the most modern 
structures, with the latest 
Improvements In lenses, re• 
flectors and lamps. The 
whole coastal situation was 
restudied, and a decision 
made to provide better 
coverage on the south shore 
of Long Island by building 
the Ponquoque Light at 
Shinnecock, which went 
Into operation on Jan . I, 
1858, and to rebuilding the 
Fire Island Light with a 
much higher structure and a 
more powerful lighl 

On March 3, 1857, Con
gress appropriated $40,000 
for the construction of a new 
Fire Island lighthouse. to be 
168 feet high! II was to have 
a nrst-order Fresnel light, 
which would be visible for 
at least 21 miles at sea. Con
struction of the light, which 
stands today, was started in 
1857. It went into operation 
on November I, 1858. 

The notice to Mariners, 
dated July 3, 1858, gave 
notice that "On the evening 
of Monday, th e Isl day or 
Novembe r next , a fir s t 
ord c> r rcvoh •ing li~ht will hr 
ex h ib ited for the fina t in ,(•. 
;ln rf tin , ·-:,n· n il! h l tl1r1 ,~a11 .-. r 
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by Henry R. Bang 

Henry R. Bang is an historian as well 
as a wi,dely read author of local histor
ies. "The Story of the Fire Island Light," 
was first published in March, 1981, with 
a second printing in November, 1982. 

The volume is available at numerous 
book stores, and at the headquarters of 
the Fire Island Lighthouse Preservation 
Society, located at 99 Maple Ave. in 
Bayslwre. 

Nearly 1200 lighthouses 
manned our national 
shorelines In 1900, Includ
ing the one on Fire Island. 

Fewer than IOOofthem re
main in manned service to
day. Almost a decade uo. 
the f'lrc Island Lighthouse 
waa darkened and its func
Uonal purposes were aban
doned to suffer the chaotic 
consequences of human 
neglect and the ravages of 
wind, sand and storm. 

For 116 years the friendly 
beacon of the Fire Island 
Lighthouse welcomed 
ocean-going vessels on their 
approach to New York Har
bor, provided boatmen of 
the Great South Bay area 
with a faithful piloting aid 
and flashed protectively 
over the beach houses on 
Fire Island. 

The light was the first 
glimpse of the United States 
for many immigrants to this 
country in the early part of 
this century. In 1974, howev
er, the proud lighthouse 
lantern was extinguished 
and replaced with a much 
weaker light atop a nearby 
waler tower. The historic 
landmark had begun its 
shameful path into disre
pair and neglecl 

Today a new hope to reha
bilitate the former glory 
and usefulness of the light
house is spreading. It is 
anticipated that the light
house will be renovated and 
the 90 acre tract of its loca
tion will be developed for 
an educational, navigation
al and recreational prog
ram that will be launched 
by the momentous relight
ing of the great lantern. 

In 1976 the management 
of the darkened navigation
al tower was transferred to 
the National Park Service. 
The 167 foot tower already 
has suffered massive ero
sion and structural weaken• 
Ing. It was In obvious need 
or reinforcement and res• 
!oration of its brick exterior 
with new masonry and 
finish. 

It has been closed to the 
public for reasons of safety. 

Can't Be a Beacon 
From page 28 

from sunset to sunrise. from 
the light-house tower now in 
course of erection at Fire Js. 
land Beach, east side of Fire 
Island Inlet, south side of 
Long Island, N. Y. The Illu
minating apparatus is of the 
nrst order revolving cata. 
dioptrlc of the system of 
Fresnel, and will produce a 
brllilant nash once in every 
minute, which will not be 
materially different in 
appearance from the ex• 
Isling light in the old tower 
at that place, except in the 
greater brightness of the 
nash and increased range of 
the new light 

"The light-house tower 
which Is placed about 200 
feet N.E. from the old light
house tower, Is built of 
brick, wlll be 150 feet in 
height, of cream or yellow 
color, and the light will be 
about 168 feet above the 
mean level of the sea. 

"The old light-house tow
er and keepers ' dwelling 
wlll be removed immediate
ly aner the exhibition of the 
light from the new tower. 
The new light should be 
seen in ordinary states or 
the atmosphere, from the 
deck of a vessel 15 feet 
above the water, from 21 to 
23 nautical miles." 

The new light ls built on a 
stone pier that ls 100 feet by 
ll!O feel It ls constructed of 
brick, circular in shape, 
with the walls at the base 
almost II feet th ick, taper
Ing to 211, feet at the parapet 
The staircase and railing 
are iron, with nine landinp. 
The parapet platform is of 
granite with an Iron ralllng. 
The lamps were aimiJ■r to 
those used In the original 
lighthouse and are fourteen 
in number, with 21 inch re-

Federal funding cutbacks 
all but eliminated any ex
pectation that the govern
ment would restore il 

Despite the di1courage
ments, however, new and 
excltlnc plans for the area 
now have been prepared by 
the National Park Service 
and the Fire Island Nation
al Seashore. In 1982, those 
plans took a major step to
ward materialization when 
a private group of lnnuen
tla I and concerned com
munity leaders chartered 
the Fire Island Lighthouse 
Preservation Society as a 
not-for-profit, tax exempt 
corporation. 

The formation of the soci• 
ety culminated a two-year 
effort to effect the transfer 
of the lighthouse and sur
rounding tract from the 
Coast Guard to the National 
Park Service and to have it 
included in the National 
Register of Historic Sites. In 
the summer of 1982 the soci
ety entered into coopera
tive agreements with the 
Fire Island National 
Seashore lo pursue the res• 
toration goals, one of the 
first times such a private/ 
public venture has been 
undertaken to preserve an 
historic si te. 

Current plans call for an 
imaginative, though pru
dent, reconversion or the 
whole lighthouse area. The 
tower itself will be repaired 
and refurbished. The area 
will be opened to the public 
for conducted interpretive 
tours, each to be limited to 
16 visitors per hour within 
the tower. 

The lighthouse keeper's 
quarters wlli be converted 

nectors. The Improvement 
in the illuminating appar
atus was the installation ofa 
first•order Fresnel syste m, 
which greatly increased th e 
intensity of the light. The 
Fresnel system consisted of 
surrounding the lamp with a 
series or prbmatic rings of 
glass, all cut mathematical• 
ly so that all of the rays were 
bent to go out In one plane. 

Construction was started 
in the early summer of 1857. 
It was halted in bad weather 
in early December. aner 
most of the concrete ntling 
of the foundation had been 
completed. On April 9, 11158, 
Lieut J.T. Morton, who hnd 
replaced Lieut. Duan e, 
found indications that the 
concrete used In the found 
ation was unreliable, and 
expressed concern that 
cracking and disfigurement 
of the tower might occur. To 
insure against this, Lieut. 
Morton doubled the number 
of Iron bands which were 
imbedded in the lower 10 
feetofthe tower. He felt that 
these bands would effec
tively prevent any spread
Ing or craclting of the base 
and would maintain the in• 
tegrlt;y of the tower. 

Because the tower was 
constructed of brick, it was 
necessary to coal the struc· 
lure with a cement wash, lo 
make it impervious to wa
ter. Accordingly, two coats 
of cream yellow cement 
wash about 1/8 Inch thick 
were applied. (It was not un
til August 4, 1891 that It was 
changed to the present 
black and white colors, and 
a notice to llarinen wa s 
Issued.) 

As planned, the new light 
was exhibited on November 
I, 11158. 

into a small maritime 
museum, an interpretive 
and information center to 
inform visitors, including 
scheduled 1chool classes, 
about America's nautical 
herltace and the back 
ground and ecology of the 
seashore area. An impor• 
tant goal i1 the preservation 
of the fragile natural re
sources within the light
house tract 

The history of the whaling 
industry and lifesaving acti
vities oftbe former U.S. Life 
Saving Service also will be 
amply covered in narra• 
lions, visual aids and pub
lications. The lighthouse 
property will provide low 
density beach use to com
plement the high densi ty 
beach activity at Rober t 
Moses State Park. 

The Fire Island Light
house Preservation Society 
is currently in the midst of 
their $1 ,100.000 fundrais ing 
goal. It's their hope of ac
quiringthe promise of these 
monies by year's e nd , so 
their major goal ... lhat of re• 
kindling the li ghthou se 
beacon in 1984. can become 
a reality. 

To raise this money, help 
is needed from all areas of 
Long Island. not j ust the 
South Shore and Fire Island 
areas. Programs can be set 
up for various clubs. histur• 
ical societies, museums an<l 
youth groups to he lp raise 
the runds. 

Inte rested groups. and in 
dividuals . shou ld co nt ac t 
the Fire Island Li~hthouse 
Preservation Soc iety, 091\la • 
pi e Ave .. Bayshore. NY 
11706 They may b"e reac hed 
by telephone at 968-11899. 
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Turning Back The Clock ... 
Timeline Courtesy or Kthleen A. Vandervelt 

1825-1826: The first Fire Island Lighthouse is built 
(an eight sided granite structure). 

1826: The first Lighthouse Keeper hired is Mr. Isaacs. 
(first name unknown). 
1835: Felix Dominy becomes Lighthouse Keeper. 

1844: Dominy retires and purchases land east of the 
Lighthouse to build a home. 

1847: The Dominy House is converted to a small inn, 
the first on Fire Island. 

1849: The U.S. Life Saving Service builds the Fire 
Island Station near the Lighthouse(one of seven stations 
on Fire Island). 

1850: The bark, Elizabeth , is wrecked near Point 
_O'Woods on July 19th. Margaret Fuller. a prominent 
lady of letters. drowns. 
1852: The Lighthouse Board (a federal agency) is 
formed to improve and upgrade the lighthouse system. 

1855: David S.S. Sammis purchases land east of the 
Lighthouse. 
1856: Sammis builds the Surf Hotel, destined to 
become a popular international resort. 

1857: Congress appropriates $40,000 to build a new 
Lighthouse. 

1857-1858: The second (present) Lighthouse is built. It 
is a brick structure washed in cement. painted a creamy 
yellow color. A First Order Fresnel Lens, the largest 
available, is installed in the lantern room. The original 
lightkeeper's dwelling is dismantled. the granite slabs 
are used in the construction of the foundation for the 
new keeper's dwelling. 

1858: The beacon is lit on November 1st, using whale 
oil as the fuel. The first Fire Island Lighthouse is tom 

Shrouded in mist and fog, the lighthouse seems frozen in amber. 

down, and the granite stones are used to build the 
terrace and enlarge the keeper's quarters. 

1816: The Western Union Telegraph Tower is built 1/4 
mile southeast of the Lighthouse . This tower 
replaces the facility in the cupola of the Surf Hotel. 

1880: The Postal Telegraph Tower is built 3/4 of a mile 

southeast o(the Lighthouse. 

1891: The Lighthouse tower is coated with black tar and 
white stripes are painted to make it more visible during 
the day. and to distinguish it from other lighthouses. 

Co111i1111cd 011 r•agc 19 
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Timeline from page 2 

1892, New York State plll'Chases the Surf Hotel, and 
uses it as a cholera quarantine station. The State also 
acquires 120 acres of property east of the Lighthouse. 

18961 A steam-generated electric power plant is built 
adjacent to the Lighthouse to electrify the light. This 
plant was never used, and was ultimately dismantled. 
The Lighthouse was to wait forty years for 
electrification. 

1903: the jurisdiction over lighthouses is transferred 
to the Commerce Department. 

1908: The Surf Hotel property becomes the first State 
Park on Long Island. Surf Hotel buildings are 
auctioned off, dismantled and taken to the mainland. 
It is the end of a glorious era. 

1909: Fire Island State Park buildings and boardwalks 
are erected 1/4 mile east of the Lighthouse. 

1910: The Bureau of Lighthouses is created, and the 
Lighthouse Board is abolished. 

1912: Reinforcement bands and a new concrete 
coating is applied to the Lighthouse. 

1915: The U.S. Life Saving Service merges with the 
Revenue Cutter Service to form the United States 
Coast Guard. 

1918: A brush fire from Saltaire spreads and bums 
westward, destroying the State Park buildings. 

1918-1920: The U.S. Navy takes over the Western 
Union Telegraph Tower. 

1920: The Postal Telegraph and Western Union 
Companies discontinue service. 

1922: A U.S. Naval radio station is built 1/4 mile 
southeast of the Lighthouse. 

1924: The Long Island State Parks Commission is 
formed with Robert Moses as Commissioner. Five 
miles of beach has built up west of the Fire Island 
Lighthouse, and these lands are acquired by the Long 
Island State Parks Commission. 

1926, "Camp Cheerful" is built lf}. mile east of the 
Lighthouse by the New York City Rotary Club 
working in cooperation with the State Parle. 

1931a A severe storm causes Moriches Inlets to break 
through and form Fire Island's east end. This storm 
destroys the Western Union Tower and many other 
buildings. 

19381 Hurricane of September 21st destroys the State 
Park buildings, Camp Cheerful, the Postal Telegraph 
Tower, Saltaire and devastates many other 
communities. Later in the year Robert Moses 
proposes a Fire Island Parkway. Residents protest and 
the idea is shelved. 

19391 The first electric beacon is installed in the 
Lighthouse using a clamshell lens. The First Order 
Fresnel Lens is sent for display to the Franklin 
Institute in Philadelphia. The U.S. Lighthouse Service 
is incorporated into the Coast Guard. 

19401 Fire Island State Park headquarters is rebuilt 
with the location moved 2/12 miles west of the 
Lighthouse (located at present day Robert Moses State 
Park: Parking Field Three). 

1952: The "Connector". a tunnel joining the 
Lighthouse to the Keeper's dwelling, is tom down. 

1959: The Robert Moses Causeway and Bridge are 
built. 

1962: Robert Moses again proposes a Fire Island 
Parkway, once again meets with resident disapproval, 
and the Parkway is not built. 

19641 Fire Island National Seashore is established by 
the National Park Service, Department of the Interior, 
to preserve and protect Fire Island. 

1914: The light goes out. The Fire Island Lighthouse 
is extinguished because the tower is in an advanced 
state of disrepair. This same year the Coast Guard 
abandons operation of the lighthouse site. In its place 
a strobe light is placed atop the water tower at Robert 
Moses Stale Park. 

1919: Application is filed to have management of the 
Lighthouse transferred from the Coast Guard to the 

National Park Service. 

1981: The Lighthouse is declared unrepairable, and is 
slated for demolition. The light is about to go out 
forever. 

19821 The Fire Island Lighthouse Preservation Society 
is incorporated to raise funds for the restoration of the 
Lighthouse. 

1983: The Coast Guard officially transfers management 
of the Lighthouse site to the National Park Service. 

1985: Fire Island National Seashore acquires the 120 
acres east of the Lighthouse (where the Surf Hotel 
once stood) from New York State. trading park land 
near Montaulc Point for the Fire Island property. 

1985-1986: The Lighthouse site is improved with two 
miles of boardwalks. and the renovation of the Navy 
Radio Station as a Park Ranger residence. The 
Lighthouse Keeper Dwelling is remodeled into a 
Visitor Information and Exhibit Center. 

1986: The Coast Guard installs a new beacon atop the 
Fire Island Lighthouse which is lit on May 25th, at 
9:00 P.M. A large crowd gathers to enjoy the 
rekindling cetemonies. The Lighthouse Visitor Center 
is dedicated and opened to the public. 

1989: U.S. Lighthouse Service Bicentennial celebrated. 
Congress declares August 7th as "National Lighthouse 
Day". TI1e Fire Island Lighthouse tower is open to the 
public for tours for the first time. 

1990: The Fire Island Lighthouse Preservation Society 
continues to raise money for ongoing maintenance. 
educational programs and to keep the site open to the 
public. 

1991: Society restructured to raise funds and 
promote partnerships. 

Society takes over gift shop in Keepers· Quarters. First 
annual • Earth Day Project. Fifth annual 
Barefool/Blacktie Gala nets $ I 0.000. over 500 auend. 
Keepers' Quarters plaque unveiled. Lighthouse opened 
for school groups, and workshops held with teachers, 
children and Fire Island National Seashore Rangers. 
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Relighting Was An 
Repn'ntedfrom the 
Rre Island Light, 
August 1986 

It was an evening of 
evenings-a touchstone 
against which all who were 
there would measure future 
evenings. And the jewel in 
the touchstone was the Fire 
Island Light. 

The tower stood against 
a dramatic sky of cloud 
formations and dying 
sunlight, like some giant 
chess piece, worn from 
play. Exposed were the 
original bricks, kilned 
nearby on the island to the 
curved shapes needed, laid 
in 1856 by masons 
long buried. 

Crumbling stucco 
made incomplete its 
distinctive black
white stripes that 
identify it as OUR 
light. 

To the south, the 
freshly red-shingled 
Keepers' Quarters had 
just been dedicated 
by legislators, 
officials from the 
Coast Guard, the 
Department of the 
Interior and the 
National Seashore. 
Congratulations 
were read from 

nchanting Evening 
President Reagan 
recalling that "the 
first sight of the 
United States from 

immigrants from 
1850 to 1920 was 
the Fire Island 
Lighthouse. " 

And of course 
members of the 
Fire Island 
Lighthouse 
Preservation 
Society, stalwart 
dreamers, had 
planned the 

Relighting event. After four 
previous attempts to "get 
up a group to do 
something," this group did 
it. Norma Ervin of Saltaire, 
a former President of the 
Fire Island Association 
gave the last energy of her 
life to the cause. The new 
Visitor Information and 
Exhibit Center was 
dedicated to her memory by 
her husband, and master 
lighthouse supporters, the 
Arthur Ortenbergs. 

Inside the spanking new 
interior, guests saw 
professional exhibits 

STORY CONTINUED ON PAGE 4 



Preservation Society President's Message 
I've been a member of 

the Fire Island Lighthouse 
Preservation Society for 
eight years and President 
for five. It's been tremend
ously time consuming and 
a lot of hard work, but the 
rewards are multiplied by 
the hours invested. Getting 
to know people who have 
an interest in light-houses 
is a constant source of 
inspiration. You have 
inspired me to expand the 
Society's horizons on Long 
Island, which is yet to be 
discovered by hundreds of 
thousands of people living 
on Long Island, in other 
parts of New--Yerk--State 
and the country. We need a 
wake up call, and the 10th 
Anniversary Year of the 
Relighting Celebration is 
the time to make it. 

Five events are currently 
being planned by the Board 
of Directors with the help 
of an Advisory Council. 
'lwo joint meetings for the 
Board and Council 
members were held at the 
Melville Marriott during the 
'95-'96 fiscal year to start 
the ball rolling. 

In this issue of the Fire 

Island Light you will read 
about the first two events, 
which have taken months 
of planning to insure 
successful results this 
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spring. We want to see you 
and your families and 
friends engaged in what 
promises to be a good time 
for everyone. If you have a 
good time, the Society's 
membership will grow to 
the numbers needed for 
survival. Funds raised will 
be used to repaint the 
lighthouse in the early 
spring and for new exhibits 
and programs planned for 
the general public, schools 
and other interested 
groups. We can and we will 
do it with your help and 
financial support. 

It amazes me that Long 
_ Islanders today do not 

recognize the economic 
importance of the Island's 
geographic location, which 
accounts for millions of 
immigrants entering this 
country through Long 

Island's waterways to reach 
Ellis Island in search of 
freedom. Stories and 
artifacts found in the 
archives of Long Island's 
maritime museums, 
Lighthouse Keepers' 
Quarters, the National Park 
Service (Patchogue), and 
art galleries can teach us 
so much about our own 
nautical heritage. The 
problem I see is a lack of 
coordinated efforts to pull 
it all together for Long 
Island, although the 
lighthouse folks are giving 
it their best try. Imagine 
the possibilities of linking 
our past to maritime 
adventures in all parts of 
Long Island, especially on 
the South Shore, with the 
Long Island Convention 
and Visitors Bureau. Per
haps it's time to revive the 

Long Island Maritime Fest
ival, held in the early 80's. 

An idea recently 
discussed at a Long Island 
Convention and Visitors 
Burea meeting is the 
notion of creating a South 
Shore Waterways Trail. If 
the North Shore Promotion 
Alliance can boost tourism 
and the economy by 
developing a North Shore 
Heritage Trail, it seems 
logical that folks on the 
South Shore can follow the 
lead. We can learn from 
our past to educate the 
now and future generations 
by teaming up for the 
benefit of all. We need only 
to "lead, partner, or get out 
of the way." If interested, 
call (516) 422-4213. 

Your President, 
Gqyle Haines, Ed.D. 



Advisory 
Coundl 
Plans 
Upcoming 
Festivities 
by carolyn Ortiz 

On January 8, 1996 the 
Fire Island Lighthouse 
Preservation Society 
Advisory Council met for 
the second time at the 
Melville Marriott Hotel. 
Members of the council 
contributed to planning 
for the Long Island Parks 
Run & Walk on Sunday, 
April 21; the Tenth 
Anniversary of the 
Relighting on Sunday, May 
26; the Barefoot Blacktie 
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on August 3 and the Tenth 
Anniversary Gala, 
scheduled for October. 

Council members had 
the opportunity to view the 

------. gingerbread replica of 
the Fire Island 
Lighthouse, which 
was on display at the 
meeting. The replica 
was constructed by 
Babylon High School 
junior Nicole 
Thompson under the 
guidance of Home 
and Career teacher, 
Mrs. Evelyn Johnson. 

Gingerbread replica qf the Fire Island Lighthouse on display at the Melville 
Marriott Hotel. Photo by Caro(yn Ortiz 

It was donated to the 
Nassau County 
Cerebral Palsy Society 
as a competitive entry 
in the Festival of Trees 
held at SUNY Old 
Westbury on 
November 25 and 26, 
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For more 
infonnation on any 

Fire Island 
Lighthouse 

Preservation Society 
event, please call 
516-321-7028. 

Ask for Janice. 

1995. The gingerbread 
lighthouse earned first 
place in the competition. 
Because Babylon seventh 
grade students have 
adopted the Fire Island 
Lighthouse for their 
community service project, 
and as part of the project 
raised funds to purchase 
the replica from the 
Cerebral Palsy Society, the 
gingerbread lighthouse is 
now on display at the 
Melville Marriott Hotel. 
The seventh graders 
donated it to the Fire Island 
Lighthouse "with the belief 
that such a representation 
and unique artwork should 
be preserved for all to see." 
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She was back! 

To mark the tenth 
anniversary of the momen
tous relighting, big Mem
orial Day Weekend plans 
are being made for 1996. 

The night of the 
Relighting, May 25, 1986, 

. }Vas the largest gathering 
... 1'it{,f people and boats ·in the 

history of Long Island as 

Keepers' rs.was 1s 1m1te 
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Fire Island Lighthouse History Presents ... 
Qualj/icati.ons knowledge of the 

efa Western appearance of things at a 

Union Observer distance, which varies 

From Western 
greatly from the 

Union News, 
appearance of the same 
objects near by, particularly 

October, 1915 under the varying 

In the eary part of the atmospheric conditions. 

century, Western Union The observers are so expert 

maintained several that they can often name a 

observatories along the ship the hull of which is 

coast of Long Island in below the horizon, or one 

order to sight and report which is so far distant that 

vessels approaching the to the ordinary person it 

port of New York. One of would appear only as a 

the observatories was the blur on the horizon. Both J. 

Western Union Marine Doughty, the observer in 

Tower at Fire Island, charge, and his assistant 

located a short distance H. Boyeson, followed the 

from the Fire Island Light. sea for a number of years 
and both hold certificates 

According to Western qualifying them to act as 
Union News, "Telegraphy officers either on a ship or 
is the least important of the steamer." 
qualifications of a Western Descendents of Mr. 
Union observer. It requires Doughty's sister visited the 
keen sight and long Lighthouse in October, 
experience to distinguish 1995, bringing memories 
vessels many miles away. of the observatory and 
The use of a telescope is an lighthouse with them. 
art in itself and involves a Observers at the 
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Western Union Marine 
Tower possessed unique 
skills. in the form of an 

Ljfesavers Needed 
to Preserve Our 
Maritime Heritage 

Fire Island was once 
home to seven U.S. Life 
Saving Service Stations. In 
the days when sail and 
steam-powered ships 
trafficked to and from New 
York harbor, Long Island 
and Fire Island saw many 
shipwrecks. From the 
1870's through 1915, when 
its function was absorbed 
by the newly formed U.S. 
Coast Guard, a federal 
government agency called 
the U.S. Life Saving Service 
rescued thousands of 
mariners, passengers and 
cargo from ships in distress. 
Before power motors and 
radio, brave surfmen stood 
watch in small lifesaving 
stations along the 
shorelines of the Atlantic, 
Pacific and Great Lakes. 
Each Life Saving Station 
practiced the same rescue 
techniques throughout the 
Service. Either the surfmen 
would row out to the 
stranded ship, or they 
would utilize an ingenious 
and effective rescue 
technique with beach 
apparatus. The use of beach 
apparatus, once so crucial 

audio tape containing 
reminiscences recorded by 
their mother. 

for ship-to-shore rescues, 
was a vital facet of maritime 
community life, but it is 
almost forgotten today. In 
weekly drills, the Life 
Saving Stations became 
proficient at the techniques 
which would serve them in 
real emergencies. Beach 
apparatus consisted of a 
Lyle gun, a rope and pulley 
system and rescue devices 
of breeches buoy and lifecar. 

Fire Island National 
Seashore and the Fire 
Island Lighthouse 
Preservation Society want 
to recreate these exciting 
drills for public viewing. 
They are recruiting 
volunteers to participate in 
Beach Apparatus Drills. 
Volunteers would be trained 
by the National Park Service 
to reenact the U.S. Life 
Saving Service Beach 
Apparatus Drill in costume. 
Volunteers must be over 18, 
physically fit with no back 
problems, and available to 
participate in several 
practice drills and at least 
four demonstrations at the 
Fire Island Light Station 
during the late spring and 
summer months. The public 
demonstrations will take 

STORY CONTINUED ON BACK PAGE 



Networking For L.I. Lighthouse Safaris 
by Gayle Haines 

Representatives from 
Long Island Lighthouses 
and small business owners 
interested in the promotion 
and preservation of our 
maritime heritage have 
been meeting throughout 
the fall of '95 and winter of 
'96 to do more for less. The 
idea was first discussed 
two years ago at two joint 
meetings inside the 
Horton's Point Lighthouse 
(Southold). At that time, 
however, no one was able 
to represent the Montauk 
Lighthouse due to a 
shortage of administrative 
staff. The situation 
changed in the fall of '95 
when Trish Wood was 
hired to assist Dana 
Brancado, Montauk's 
Lighthouse Director. We 
met at Hofstra University 
in a workshop sponsored 
by the Long Island 
Convention and Visitors 
Bureau in October. Since 
then our group energies 

(Back,from left) Donald Bayles, Southold Histon'cal Sodety; Ed Eschmann, Fire Island Hotel & Resort; Mike Eagan, 
South Bay Cruises; Frank Madden, Amen'can Phoenix Line, Glen Cove; Bob LaRosa, FILPS; Cl!ff Berlfield, Hortons 
Point Lighthouse. (Front,from left) Dr. Carol Blum, Plum Island Lighthouse and Okeanos; Dr. Gayle Haines, FILPS; 
Jennifer Ackerson, LICVB; Trish Wood, Montauk Lighthouse and Histon'cal Sodety. 

have set the wheels in 
motion to collaborate, 
educate and share the 
excitement of learning 
about our nautical past. 

Recently, businesses 
lending support for group 
meetings have included the 
Baron's Cove Motel (Sag 
Harbor), Okeanos and the 
Town Hall (Riverhead), 
Radisson Islandia 
(Hauppauge) and the 

Whaling Museum (Cold 
Spring Harbor) . 

Lighthouses are impor
tant because of the stories 
they tell of our past. They 
teach us where we were, 
where we are and where 
we're headed. 

Few people know there 
were 27 lighthouses on 
Long Island in the 17th 
and 18th centuries. Today 
18 can still be seen by 

From October 1, 1995 to September 30, 1996 

boat, and some by land. 
Public visitations to the 
lighthouses on Fire Island, 
Montauk Point, Horton's 
Point and Eaton's Neck can 
be arranged as early as 
April along with visits to 
Long Island's maritime 
museums, galleries, 
restaurants, gift shops and 
special attractions. For 
more information, call 
(516) 321-4213. 

Name ____________ Address _________ City _____ State __ Zip ___ _ 

Phone _______ _ Type of membership: ( ) Individual $25 ( ) Family $40 ( ) Keeper $150 
( ) Saver $300 ( ) Corporate $500 

CHECK ONE: ( ) New Member ( ) Renewal I would like to: Volunteer ( ) YES ( ) NO Join Advisory Council ( ) YES ( ) NO 

VISA or MASTERCARD# __________ Exp. Date ____ or call 516-321-7028 with your registration. 

Please make checks payable to FILPS and send to: 4640 Captree Island, Captree Island, NY 11702-4601. 

WE NEED HELP! WITHOUT MEMBERSHIP, WE CAN'T SU RVIVE. BUT WITH YOU R FINANCIAL SUPPORT WE CAN AND WE WILL. HELP KEEP LONG 
ISLAND'S MARIT IME HERITAGE ALIVE WITH YOUR MEMBERSHIP IN THE FIRE ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE PRESERVATION SOCIETY . 

.. - - - - - - - - - - - - •PLEASECUT&RETURN- - - - - - - - - - - - - ~ 
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Kids Can Join 
In Lighthouse 
Anniversary ... 

STORY CONTINUED FROM PAGE 5 

his/her name, and those 
works that are selected will 
be displayed in the Museum 
during the month of May. In 
addition to the exhibits of 
children's lighthouse art, 
two special Fire Island 
Lighthouse events are 
planned. On Saturday, May 
11 at 2 p.m.,Vivian Farrell, 
author of "Robert's Tall 
Friend: A Story of the Fire 
Island Lighthouse," will 
present a dramatic narration 
of the book's story. The 
next Saturday, May 18, a 
Park Ranger from the Fire 
Island National Seashore 
will give several 30-minute 
presentations about the Fire 
Island Light. 

Lifesavers 
Needed ... 

STORY CONTINUED FROM PAGE 6 

place on Sundays. 

The Beach Apparatus 

Drill performed at Fire 

Fire Island Lighthouse Preservation Society, Inc. 
4640 Captree Island 
Captree Island, NY 11702-4601 

Babylon Librar,' 
ll'S l?ath 

24 south car 
NY 11102-

Babylon, 

Island National Seashore 
will be a historically 
accurate reenactment which 
will directly influence the 
audience's sense of 
national and local maritime 
history. Viewers will get a 
glimpse of maritime life 
when ship traffic was the 
main venue of commerce 
and travel and when 
navigation depended upon 
the captain's wits against 
the forces of nature. 

Volunteers should know 
in advance that a 
significant commitment will 
be needed. The Beach 
Apparatus Drill 
demonstration cannot take 
place without the presence 
of the entire trained crew. 
In exchange for their 
commitment, participants 
will share an enjoyable and 
enlightening experience 
with others who are 
similarly motivated to help 
the Seashore fulfill its 
educational mission. 

Interested in volun
teering? Call the National 
Seashore headquarters at 
(516) 289-4810. 

---

FILPS 
Hosts 1,000 

One thousand people 
attended the Fire Island 
Lighthouse Open House 
sponsored by F.l.L.P.S. on 
Saturday, November 26, 
1995. Guests were 
transported to the 
Lighthouse from Robert 
Moses State Park Field 5 
by a shuttle bus donated 
by Inter County Motor 
Coach in Babylon. F.l.L.P.S. 
thanks Inter County for 
helping to make the open 
house a resounding success. 

In Memoriam 
Janet Buckholz 
December 1 7, 1995 

Janet taught fourth 
grade at McKenna 
Elementary School in 
Massapequa and was the 
driving force in developing 
the McKenna School 
Discovery Center, an 
extracurricular science 
program. She was an 
enthusiastic supporter of 
the Fire Island National 
Seashore and the Light
house. We will miss her. 
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. LOB CAL HISTORY COLLECTIO!l 

. , . t f- "l._ • \ ABYLON PUBLIC LIBRARY 

• BABYLQN PUBLIC LIOR~u= ~ 1 /. i2 - _ , 
Fire Island LlghtGous~i IQJ.iet A tacenn;:H 

• • • , • • . . • ~ • • • .... • .I i . . .t 
( 'oopcration bcjwel'n the Nationai Park Sl'r\"it'l' ;ind li 

group of Long Islanders will t'l•Sult in the rehabilitation ahd 
'Ii 

rclight ing 1,r 11w historic lighthciuse at Fire Island. • 
With the signing ot documents on ~'riday c Aug. t,, the 

National Park Service and the ~·ire tsland LighthotJs~ 
Preservation Sociely the. formally began lhe process which 
will -k•ad t_o tlw lighlhousl: becorr,itig oJ>(.'talive or)ce more, 
said .Jack llauptrnan. superintendeht or f,'irt? lsland Nallohlll 

' ~ . 
4i .. . . 
.-. , .~ 

Seashore which maintains the 124-year-old structure. • • • 
111omils F . R1,tx>tls Ht. a senior vice ptesitlerH ot ~aittaii's 

Bank ro1· Savings and president or the Lightholls~ 
Preservation Society. said that signirig or the agreemeht ott 
Friday will i'nark mt? start or a fund-raising t:iimpalgrl . . 

"Our first g~~I I~ · to 'fuhd .the required hislottcal ahd 
:•rchitctt ural surveys and theri l!> pay for ,the ~ost of te1ilorlng 
the lighthouse an<f lightkeeper;s _cottage and rekindling the, 
light . When the project Is coitipleted. ,visitors will ~ allo\Ved 
to climb the lighthouse lower," he said. , 

Supt. Hauptman- cohlinued that wheit the project ;Is 
t·ompl<'ted. the lighlkeepet's cottage Willbe used for exhibits 
and l•ducat ional displays fot; the public. 

"'Our society believes the relighting or the lighthouse wilt 
be a considerable Impact on navigational as well as the 
noi;talgic envirnnrnenl of Great South Bay. The present light 
is visible only at sea. Thus: a ·Iii and well maintained beacoil 
sweeping the bay will contribute lo the convenience of 
pilot age on the water." Mr. Roberts added. 

Referring lo the cooperative agreement between. the 
National Park Service and the presetvati_on Society, Supt. 
Hauptman noted that it . is an example or the federal 
government and the private_ sector: working together tor the 
pt1blit· good. "I am proud and happy lo accept . the 
cooperation of our neighbors." he s~id. . 

The Preservation Society's fund-raising efforts have trlel 
with enthusiasm. Initial funding will be used rot 
architecturctl ai1d historical surveys ot tile building lb 
determine the structures' physical properties . Aclt.1111 
restoration or the lighthouse and collage and rekindling ot , . • . .. . , 
the light will follow. . . . . Used, l~cl Inf while oil, latd oil, ki!!ros~ri4!, lticihd~bil 

It is expected that rehabilitation of the structure will and finally •l~tr lcily. th 1974, Wh@I\ A beiledh al6~ t~ lt6tit!t-( 
coincide with the 1983 surrolk County Tercentenaty Mos'es SUHe,, r;ark W11ter Tow~t- toolt ov~t · :th~ ·tHlt ',,fil' • • 

· I 

Celebration. . • signalling l>assl!~-b I the lighthoii&e beacoft ... l~ nrr 
The,first F.ire lslahd lighthouse was compl_eled by 1826 a{ a ,a_hd th~ llghthlSU§~ w~s ttarisfetfed by th" CollU:Jliiftl u; lh@ .: -- _; 

cost of s10.ooo. ll was replaced by the present strticttii-e lri Natl6halp,u·kSet-\ilce. '. •. i • ·.·-.:,,·t#1-.,: '.'f.: '/• ,; •:-•.'. .~- • 
1858. Total construction cost was $40,000. The Fire tslaftd :•~§~ ,c)f . lfi@ role. tM llghlh~ na, , ttnldl :.' 
Light was lmportllht to shipplhg as trani;•Allaritle shlf} ~¢jtot1•• lll~d.illd . .Uae illhtrltl~ id ;'4 {.-· . 
captalh!I bound for. New York al~ tof Ur F~~l th! '. ·~~le,· ;t>tdjfl ft · , - , • -~ .: ; 
·since a Western Utttotl telegraph ~lall«nJ *a9 operated mjjrlllfflt'_K\~ at Uif ift~ -.id UH~ ~1 
nearby, lneomihg ships were sighted aHd .~rted I>)' p~t-f•U•IIUbe llgh~11 ftlie Ill M • ·•. 
telegraph io New Yol-k _City so that prepat•tloos~oold bf! •"!:!..Ml • • .tti-,;t1ru1n~I • • 1 ~1~,f,_~~-i. • .-, ., 

' tnadefofthf!shli}s'littl\tlllsln~l. ' ' . ,_; ,;. r,';• I,· • ~ me: . tt.,tUMlt!Altt'. • ., • ' I',· 

th 1906 the Nav'y . established at\ . dll~tiitienta) tatllo , ifieHkl / . . . '• . ' bl Wet lifij;f • . '. f -~-\; ,,. • 
direction finder _stalio_n east of the lighthouse. This, wAi tottfl~t Co~Jtffiitlitli ~fomJ3ahyloi'l;··~vef~tl ~id@•tt· '-'?·. . • 
turned over t~ the <:;oast_Guard ht HM). Arter World _Wat tt, a~~yl~I tft .~oht\ kup~ or bay_Sh~( h~, ftilfll,bt'W@i,½; ;•1 . 
at.tempts were made lo broadcast the Voice of America rroM ,11hfJ; lf'rltilt Q. fttAyhat~; _G_t-f!g~_Dt!Al'\r,N• IDrJlft fA'.::>/ ··. • • ,., ,. 
the site bul these pla~s were discontinued.- I . . "~h,r '.· Ol'~l'lhUJ I' • i:to~ti '. b :•,. Pate~i,itf •ftd i\ffj_Pfff;: 
• Ovet the years, various means of lighting the beacon were Tregartheni ·t·'·'"•. ! • :,·, ' · :·; : • -·'l ·Jl • . ~-.. ::. ,;,t\~ 
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lOCAL ' ~""O . Quring working hours, lighthouse keepers wore dungarees - durable work 
, CO ;:, 1 ifants and shirts. When visitors came, or the Lighthouse Inspector was due, 

· LLECTJON keepers put on handsome wool uniforms like the one at right. Lighthouse 
keepers were very proud of their work, and many liked to be photographed 
in uniform. Beginning in the 1870s, the Lighthouse Service became very 
much like a military organization. There were ranks, regulations, and 
inspections. The keepers received promotions, awards for excellent work, 
and wore their rank on uniforms. Below are sketches of cap and collar 
devices and the pretty brass buttons of the wool dress coat . 
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LIGHTHOUSE 
PRESERVATION 
SOCIETY, INC. 

Fire Island National Seashore/PO Box 301 /Brightwaters, New York 11718 • Tel. (516) 669-171 O 

CONTACT: ROBERT L. PATERSON 

OFFICERS 
Thomas F. Roberts Ill 

President 
James R. Grover, Jr. 

Vice President 
Everett F. Seidenberg 

Secretary 
Dr. John P. Ruppe Jr. 

Treasurer 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

SYNOPSIS -- Restoration of the historic Fire Island 

Lighthouse and rekindling of its beacon is the goal 

of a private organization, The Fire Island Lighthouse 

Preservation Society, which is working cooperatively 

with the Fire Island National Seashore. The Society 

is seeking donations to accomplish the task. 

BOARD OF GOVERNORSFIRE ISLAND, NY -- Rekindling the historic Fire Island Light is 
Henry R. Bang 
Frank 0 . Braynard 
Gregory F. Dean, Esq. 
Norma Ervin 
A. Beecher Greenman 
Robert L. Paterson 
Harry R. Tregarthen 

the goal of a private group which has been working closely with 

the Fire Island National Seashore division of the National Parks 

Service sine~ early 1982, according to an announcement by Thomas F. 

Roberts III, president of the Fire Island Lighthouse Preservation 

Society, and Jack Hauptman, superintendent of the Seashore. 

The Society is embarking on a fund-raising campaign, first 

to fund the required historical/architectural survey of the buildings 

to determine their original physical properties and then to fund the 

cost of restoring the lighthouse and lightkeeper's cottage and re

kindling the light. When the project is completed, visitors will be 

permitted to climb the tower, and the cottage will be the scene of 

exhibits and educational surveys. 

A NOT-FOR-PROFIT, TAX-EXEMPT CORPORATION 



LOCAL HISTORY 
COLLECTION 

"The Society believes the relighting of the Lighthouse will 

have a considerable impact on the navigational as well as the nos

talgic environment of Great South Bay," Roberts said. "The present 

light is visible only at sea. Thus a privately maintained beacon 

sweeping the Bay will contribute to the safety of pilotage on the 

water. The Coast Guard has been very encouraging with assurances 

that there will be no problem in meeting their requirements for 

operating _the light. 

In our fund raising efforts thus far, we are meeting with 

enthusiasm and generosity from individual members of the public. 

Our first donations are being used to fund the survey of the buildings. 

Following this will come the actual restoration of the structures and 

the rekindling of the light," Roberts concluded. 

The Society was formed in 1982 as a result of a two-year ef

fort on the part of Roberts, who was concerned with the future of 

the historic lighthouse, was instrumental in urging its ownership be 

transferred from the Coast Guard to the National Parks Service, its inclu

sion in the National Register of Historic Sites, and was responsible for 

the formation of the Society. 

This private organization is~ not-for-profit, tax-exempt 

corporation chartered by New York State. It has entered into agree

ments with the Fire Island National Seashore to cooperatively pursue 

the restoration goals, marking one of the first times such a 

private/public venture has been undertaken to preserve an historic 

site. 

Officers of the Society are: Thomas F. Roberts III, West 

- 2 -
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Islip, president, a senior vice president of the Seamen's Bank for 

Savings; James R. Grover, Jr., Babylon, vice president, former U.S. 

Congressman and an attorney; Everett F. Seidenberg, Babylon, secretary 

a businessman and past commodore of the South Bay Cruising Club; 

Dr. John Ruppe, Jr., Bay Shore, Treasurer, a past commodore of the 

Bayberry Yacht Club. 

Board members are: Henry R. Bang, East Islip, historian and 

author of "'i'he Story of the Fire Island Light" - Luis E. Bejarano, 

Lynbrook, an educator, historian and program specialist for public and 

private interest. Founder and president of Luis E. Bejarano Associates 

and the Long Island Nautical Festival; Frank O. Braynard, Sea Cliff, 

marine artist and writer and organizer of the 1976 "Operation Sail" for 

the tall ships; Norma Ervin, Saltaire, president of the Fire Island 

Association; A. Beecher Greenman, Babylon, an engineer; Robert V. Guido, 

Huntington, counsel to the Society; Robert L. Paterson, a public relations 

practitioner and secretary of the Babylon Yacht Club; Henry R. Tregarthern, 

Bay Shore, a business man and past president of the Bay Shore Tuna Club 

and Francis X. Mina, President of Fire Island Ferries, Inc., the Long 

Island Tourism Commission, and the South Shore Ferry Operators Association. 

The first Fire Island lighthouse was completed in 1826 at a cost of 

$10,000. It was replaced by the present structure in 1858 at a construc

tion cost of $40,000. The Fire Island Light was important to shipping 

as trans-Atlantic ship captains bound for New York aimed for it. 

Furthermore, since a Western Union telegraph station was operated nearby, 

incoming ships were sighted and reported by telegraph to New York Ci~y 

so that preparations could be made for the ships' arrival in port. 

In 1906 the Navy established an experimental radio direction finder 

station east of the lighthouse. This was turned over to the Coast Guard 

in 1941. After World War II, attempts were made to broadcast the Voice of 

America from the site, but these plans were discontinued. 

- 3 -
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Over the years; various means of lighting the beacon were used, 

including whale oil, lard oil, kerosene, incandescent oil and finally 

electricity. In 1974, when a beacon atop the Robert Moses State Park 

Tower took over the task of signaling passers-by, the lighthouse beacon 

was turned off and the lighthouse was subsequently transferred by the 

Coast Guard to the National Park Service in late 1981. 

"Because of the role the lighthouse has played in this region's 

history, and the significance of the lighthouse and the lightkeeper's 

cottage, we are hopeful that maritime exhibits at the site will convey 

to present and future generations the lighthouse's role in maritime safety 

and connnerce," Supt. Hauptman concluded. 

II II II II II II 
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FiFe ls an 1g 
· Fire Island National Seashore New York 

A FUND-RAl8lfG EFFORT 18 BElfG CONDUCTED BY THE FIRE ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE 
PRESERVATION SOCETY TO RESTORE THE LIGHTHOUSE AND REKlfDLE ITS BEACON. 



FIRE ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE 

At the time the first Fire Island Lighthouse was built in 1827, 
it was on the western tip ·of the island, just east of the dangerous 
Fire Island Inlet. • In the brief 150 years since that time, the 
ocean's 1 ongshore current has transported sand from Long Is 1 and' s 
eastern tip to Fire Island's western tip, creating an additional 
4.5 miles of island. frQm lighthouse to jetty. Numerous shipwrecks 
on the offshore sh_oal 'prompted the Federal Government to acquire 
land for the construction of a lighthouse as a warning of impending 
danger to mariners. It was these wrecks, in fact, that helped set 
the stage for .a host of therories about the origin of the name "Fire 
Island." 

One favorite was that professional wreckers took advantage of the 
dangerous waters by . luring boats into the inlet--guiding them by 
fi res--and 1 ooti ng them as they came ashore. Another theory was 
that Indians built fires inside the inlet to boil their whale 
blubber (or"try" ;i ,t1:t sa .. ,as to separate the whale oil from impuri
ties: A very p~QbabJe' :.or;igin, howeve~, is not as exciting a~d has 
nothing to do with ftr..es~ A translation from Dutch to English on 
old marine charts·. turnedi· "Five Islands" into "Fire Island." 

-t, . • /:.i ,,' 
'} 

HISTORY 

The first 1 ighttfouse·· and keeper's qu~rters cost about $10,000 to 
build. The 1 ighthou.se was 74 feet high and was fitted with 18 
1 amps and 15-i nch • r'efl ectors that fl ashed ·:once every 90 seconds. 
These particular ;lamps were reco11111ended by the Superintendent of 
Lighthouses, an~ ·- were ·. not the type customarily ' used along the 
Atlantic Coast at that time. Since they burn,d more oil than those 

:··. • nonna11y used, ,the Superintendent literally had_ to pay fQr his own 
·t .. ;· reco~endat:ion.· • T~e,· mon~y to bu.Y, the excess 'oil came from his own 
• pocket! · ,. . 

• By 1835 the ligh_thouse was in' deplorable ~ondition, and in 1852 a 
new one was reco11111ended. A taller one fitted with better lamps was 
needed, and in 1858, $40,000 went into the building of the new 
lighthouse, 200 feet northeast of the old one. It was . fitted with 

• a first-order Fresne 1 1 ens ( named for the . Frenchman who invented 
it), with a focal plane of 168 feet a.bove sea level. The lantern, 

I ,, 
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9'9" high by 11' in diameter, flashed once every minute from _sunset 
to sunrise. 

OTHER AGENCIES ASSOCIATED WITH THE LIGHTHOUSE 
• ' • ' • · '': :, • '. /~ ; ' I ,! > . ; ', '. ' ·1• : , ' J r '.~ ·; ! • • '\ "I:, , > : ''.. } 

The Fire ·Island ~ig.htjt1as .. truly.,an important: one,, . as tran·s:-~tl .a11ti¢ , 
s~eamers bound f ,_or,"_: ~~-~;/or,~ .• Jfo1e~: fo(~t,:,J nd ~i[.,~as, %~1:l~'falJf try~: ... 
f1 rst one they,fi ~~w.:- , ; ~n-~ ,.a'dded, pl,us fo,: .. t~ese,. ,s.hJPS .~a~ .. ~h~, _~e;s:te,r,r:i,:· 
Union telegr~ph .. ~tatto:n· :s;,,tu~te~ .,r~ar, the ,J ig~thqµ,se. '.;Jhey,.·sightj!~ ' 
incoming >sh;fp:s a.~d.; tl) .~,grap.tie~ J ,h~ __ new,$ t'9 -, ~,~w. ·Yqr,k _C_i _,t.Y;" ~~o' ~~:al': 
prep~r;at,ons ~PL!ld·_. -~~ ,.ma.d,e: for . t~_e· sJdp1s ' ,.A'rr1ya,ls . in 'port~ ., ,The 
station was operational from· 1868' to '1929, ang_·- ~~tJOIJ1.P1~tely,_ d~:.!.i 
mol ished in the severe hurricane of 1938. • ' •• • • • • • .,.. ·' ' 

. •· r:-: ~~;:._.···.:' ·; ~~: r :~,-.; ... , ..... , .. :~ .......... i:..:i, :,\•·: .. '· 

The U.S. • Coas·t , Gua·rd,; ·had · earl·y ·,begi nn·Hrgs near the. ,M ghthous.e .• : -• ,By 
the year 1853~- ai 1 sma-1-1 ··un•ma:nn'e1d --:sheltert•:- ca,1 led ,a'.: 1-i-feboat· -house.•. 
had been built,, . p;r.obably:c· ea'st•;•of: .:ttie ,·,M.:ghthou.se;': It :was::;,s•toc.~ed 
with· rescue , equiipment :. and · provis1,on·f for r- s:Lit,v-i .vo.rs \ of wrecked1 ,or · 
stranded vessels .: H in"il878 the, U~S~ ,life-SavingI Servtce.i was est,ib.:...,, 
1 ished, • u1-timate1y·r: bu:ildin'g seven. manned stations oni,-Fire: I~l:and, 
one of which was located near the 1 ightholise •. -: Thes.ei ·sta.t :ions.,. .. 
built tq provide_.acti~e ,Patrols .ard r~scue~_,. ~ere, ,~pe,r:~tjv~ ,_4~ti,.l, 
1915, when the . L_ife~sav.in.g,.,Setvice ~as incor,pot.ated •into the: Coast. 
Guard. The first :Coast Guard $Jc)ti.on,·. built ··~·oo f~~t 'sP~thw:e,sf of 
the lighthouse,. ·~Tso in~t · its' ~eini~e · in ~~e )93,8 ,~'hyr~J~ane~' _The 
Coast Guar.d now has , a s,tation ·near · .the water · tower···1n Robe'rt' Moses 
State Park. • • ·• · • .. ' • • • ·,' ·.' ·1 1 ' ,Jt • _: ·' • 

In 1906, the ' Navy established an experirnenta 1 radio_- •., direction 
finder station, east of .the: --lighthouse, which was turned ov,er: to 
the Coast Gua.rd fn 194L' After ·World War II, attempts_,.were made . .to, 
broadcast the Voice ·· of America, but. ·were discontinue~:!:, :bec.ause. of 
Federal Co11111unications Co11111ission objections. ,· • .. '., .. ,· •• .. , ,,. , ,i 

Currently • bordered ·on both th~ east • and 'the west by Rotiert .Moses 
State Park, the ·1, i ghth~u·s~ has 'other' Jntd~estf'ng'_}tori ~s. t# __ te-11. 
The 120 acres f11111ediately to ·:its east ·were acquired · by New ·_York· 
State in the early 1890s as a result ·of · a cholera scare. ·rhe '"famous 
Surf Hotel situated there was purchased for use as a quarantine 
station,_ and was relinquished to the State Park System in . 1908. 
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Since the Federal Government had control over the lighthouse tract, 
lands added to the tract by the natural erosion-deposition process 
were controlled by it, too. It had no use for the land, so it be
came part of the first state park on Long Island in 1924, when the 
Long Island State Park Commission gained control over that 600 
acres of land to the west. 
FUTURE PLANS 

The 1 i ghthouse spans many generations and has a long interesting 
history to tell. Its lighting arrangements alone paint some of the 
picture. Whale oil, lard oil, kerosene, incandescent oil vapor, 
and finally electricity illuminated the flashing lamps until 1974, 
when a beacon atop the Robert Moses State Park water tower took 
over the task of si gna 111 ng passers-by, and the 11 ghthouse was 
turned off. In 1976, the Coast Guard transferred management to the 
National Park Service. 

The Park Service plans to restore the lighthouse and open it to the 
public. The Keeper's quarters currently house employees. They 
will be converted to a small maritime museum, with emphasis on the 
many vessels wrecked or grounded in Fire Island waters, and the 
Lighthouse and Life-Saving Services' roles in maritime safety. 
Plans include limited dock space and boardwalks, with visitors 
parking in the state park. A nature trail and environmental educa
tion facilities are also planned. 

In 1982 a private group, The Fire Island Lighthouse Preservation 
Society, was chartered as a not-for-profit, tax-deductible corp
oration dedicated to assisting the National Park Service in re
habilitating and preserving the lighthouse and the lightkeeper's 
cottage through the raising of funds among interested members of 
the public. 

Primary among the Society's goals are the relighting of the Fire 
Island Light and the establishing of educational programs 
pertaining to its history and environment. The Society works 
cooperatively with the Fire Island National Seashore to accomplish 
their mutual objectives. 

Tax-deductible gifts are being accepted by The Fire Island 
Lighthouse Preservation Society, Inc., c/o Fire Island 
National Seashore, West District Ranger Station, P.O. Box 301, 
Brightwaters, N.Y. 11718, (516) 669-1710 

THE 
FIRE ISLAND 

LIGHTHOUSE 

PRESERVATION 

SOCIETY INC 

The Lighthouse property is administered by : Park Superintendent Fire 
Island National Seashore, 120 Laurel Street, Patchogue, New York 11772 
PJunting Cou/1.,(_u.,y 06 F,Ute I~la.nd Lighthol.Uie P1tu..eJ1.va.tion Souuy, Inc.. 



KEEPERS OF THE P'IllE ISLAND LI~J!THOCSE 

• LOCAL HISTORY COLLECTION 
J3ABYLON PUBLIC LIBRA&~ .. 

(rtw. ll/67) 

.... . FirBt lighthouo_e began operation in 1826. 

? Isaacs - appointed 1626 - died on the job in 1835. 
Felix Dominy - appointed 17 MAY 18JS - throuch 1844 
Eleiphalet Smith 
Henjamin Smith - appointed 29 APR 1653 - resignr.d 12 

APR 1861 

••• •• Second lii,!hthouae began operation on November ~..,....~~-.u,-- ~. • , .. 
l, 16,58. 

C . .W. Fordham - apJ'ointed 12 APR lU6l - resigned 19 JAN l06u 
David L. Baldwin - appointed 19 JAN 1664 - removed 26 MAR 1865 
Samuel L. Hulse - appointed 26 MAY 1865 - removed 4 MAY 1869 
Perry S~ Wicks - appointed 4 MAY 1669 - removed 19 AUG Je70 
Henry French - appo!.nted 28 AUG 1670 - mentioned in let.t t:r of 20 HOV 1071 
Warren F. Clock - recommended for appointment in letter 1Jf 28 NOV 1871 -

referred to as "retiring keeper" in letter of 9 JAN 1873 
Seth R. Hubbard - mentioned in letter of 31 DEC 1875 and newspaper of 11 FEB 1882 
George W. Ruland - hi8 -~on born at lit;}1thouoe on 25 HAY 1885 
Ezra S. Mott - appointed 23 ~JL 1808 - mentioned in letter of 23 SF.P 1909 
William F. Aichele - appointed l OCT 1909 - otayed th.rouch Ml-~ l~>l 7 
Oeorce J. Thomas - o.ppointed MAR 1917 - mentioned 1n letter of JC AUG 1918 
Isaac Karlin - from at least 1923 to 1928, possibly longer 
Adrien J. Boisvert - from at least 193$. - me11tioned in letter of J HO~' 1936 

..•.. Lighthouse transferred to operation by U.S. Coast Guard in 1939. From then 
on two ~en shared duties and responDibilities. 

Roy Wood - approximately 19LO to 1942 
Shelbert Payne - tdr .l.~ years ·. start inc in 19L5 
~obert Hodges - 17 MAH lY47 to 5 OCT 195b 
Gottfi•ied Mahler - fror.i 1948 to 195L 
Robert Fetters - at least 1963 
Gene L. Michaels - at least 1963 
Duane Butler~ from 1965 to 1969 

FI:tST A3S!STA!rr NEE PE~ OF Tiffi FIRE rsu.,m L IGHTHO:'SE 

Willett Sm!.th - probably worked for Benja~in Snith 
3tephen Fordhan - probably worked for C.W. Fordham 
3tephen Griffin - appointed 14 HO'/ 1862 - resigned 29 HA .. tt 186L 

W . ht - o o~ 186L - removed 18 OCT 1864 
Richard Aldridge - appointed 28 MA.~ 1 - resigne 9 
Aaron Hurr - appointed 18 OCT 1864 - resigned 11 mw 1865 
David S. Baldwin - appointed 11 tlOV 1865 - resigned 5 JA!I 1869 
Edward Hulse - appointed 2 ~tA..q 1869 - resigned 5 JllN lbf.9 

• • 
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.'St Aooiotant Kooporo - continuod) 

/ 
.Al'lpton Sando - appointed 4 Jll U 1869 - resigned 13 SEP 1869 

;fhomas Thorna - appointed 5 J\I ll 1669 - resigned same day 
J.R. Hubbard - appointed 5 Jl!N 1869 - resigned 2) MAR 1870 
ThoMas Hawkins - appointed 13 SEP - resigned 25 MAR 1870 
Charlea Brown - appointed 23 :,tA.q 1670 - resigned 23 JUU 1871 
Arth,tr Ketcham - appointed 25 · !iA.~ 1870 - resigned 6 AUO 1870 
:Jriah Hrown - appointed 6 JUN 1870 - removed 2) Jt:L 1B70 
Edwin Ruland - appointed 24 AUG 1870 - resigned 6 AVG 1871 
Joseph Haynes - appointed 2) Jl'N 1071 
Hugh Walsh - appointed 8 AUG 1871 - worked through 1674 
John S. Jayne - requested transfer on 28 J~iu 1874 - resigned ll APR 1875 
Lorenzo D. Smith - mentioned in letter of 2b OCT 1879 
C .A. Blytlenburgh - mentioned in newspaper of 11 Ff.fl 1862 - prorriotcd out of this 

position 10 JUL 1003 
George E. Abrama - appointed acting 10 J'lL 106), confinncd 17 DF.C 108) 
? Chichester - mentioned in newspaper of 0:); 1886 
Howard Poe - appointed 9 APR lb92 
William Lake, Jr. - appointed 25 ~2P 1901 
Henry 9.lrkhard.t - appointed 19. MAY 1906 
James B. Hawkino - appointed l r.AY 1909 
Andrew Helaon - appointed 22 MAY 1910 

• Hans Chr. Andera sen - appointed 10 SEP 1910 
0eorge Doige - appointed 27 AUG 1910 
Randolph C. Howell - appointed 21 IIOV 1911 
Jesse Orton - appointed 6 HAY 1912 
George J. Thomas . - circa SEP 1Yl1 
Honnan Devine - AUG 1925 
Arthur Miller - mentioned in newspaper articles from 1929 to 1935 

SECo:m ASSISTh!rr KE-='..D!:RS OF TIU·: Fr:=u: !SL.AND Lir.tl'J'S(X.TSF. 

J.J. Squires - resigned 
)a,rid .9:l.ld,-rin - appointed 21 A?!{ 1562 
t\ .D. Buckley - requested transfer in letter of 29 J :1N 10-/L 
:.A. Blydenburch - appo!.nted 21 O~T ltl79 
l"rancis Box - removed 2 J·.'L 18.BJ 
Jeorge E. Abra.ms - appointed 2 ~JL 188) 
3.M. Smith - appointed 19 MAR 1889 

. -.'illiarn Lake, Jr., - app::>inted 21 A' !G 1696 
• rheodore M. Brewer - appointed O OCT 1901 
rhomas J ·. Murray - appointed 10 OCT 1~) 
Jno. !-:Organ - appoirrted 21 MAY 1907, 
/alter W. Way - J Ji.IN 190l:l 
C ."l. ~oat - 18 !i.AY 1909 
i'rancis G. Howe - 16 ,.TUL 19C9 
tandolph G. Howell - 1 OCT 1910 
ieorge L. • Costello - 5 n~x: 1911 
lilliaPl H. Wilcox - 16 !iAR 1912 
ieorge J. ThofllaB - from MAR 1913 to around SEP 1914 
:heater B. Harper - 6 1·1AR 1912 - disru.ased 17 SEP 1914 
itephen Holm - A'.!G 1925 

• lua Axelson - mentioned in ncw~pap(>r of 19)5 

• 
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