
1IieJri\IAII LTQRT STATIm

'fbe first llghthOUM built in North America and probabq the fint

CIIl the AlDerlc Cont1aents ftS built OIl what is now knawn as IJeht House :ta'eDd,

Boeton Harbor, at the nortMide of the entrance to the Main hip Channel. It

".. on BUbs"'"uant:Lall,y the _ Bite as that ocoupied by the present Boston

Light. In the interesting h1st01'1 of tb1a station one III!lY foJ.J.cm, tbroIigh the

ftl'1ClU11 o1Jangu and ~t8, IIUIlh of the ~thoU118 developr.mlt t.olr1ng

plJlGe b'om the t1me of the station's establ1ahment in 17lb to the present et­

tloient stege at llgllthOUlMl eng1neeing.

A. r80OI'd ot the prooeed1ngw at the General Court of t _0 Prem.. at

....eaobuaettll Be.v lIl8IJtions a petition of Maroh 9, 1673 presented by the oit1_

at Hantasket (DOW Hull) tC1l! reducing their taxes beoause of mtorial (four

huDdred boat-u.s. of stone) aDd labor whloh they had INPplled CflTrJr and above

tbe1r propanion in building a beacon on Point Allsrton. Dills 17el'B p:dd at

that Nasion or the Court far III8ldng and i'urn1shing "i'1or-ba1es of pitch and

08J'8 for the beBoon at AllerFton Point." The bales were burned in an iron grate

.. basket on top of the beacon.

Although this beacon nil ev1dentq in UlIe as a s1gnal at or about

this tiM, it can hardq be considered an aid to IIIIIlgaUon in the sia'ict MDM,

tar it wu intemed pr1lllariq as a warning to the vicinity upon tho apPJ'OIOh fit

hori1le Graft nth81' than .a a guide tar 'hipping.

The eatablhbment of a l1gbt.b0ll88 in or near Boston Harbor W88 cee­

a1dered as oarq sa 1701, but the first actual step for the oroction of •



lJibthouu Was taken in 1713 when the General Oourt of ~'assachusetts reoe1Ted

a pet111ion floes iWed1ng BOlIton IllIIl'Obants, ftProposing the erecting or a Light

House and Ianthorn CD SOllltl Beed Land at the Entrance of the Harbour of Bonao

tor the D:ireot1an at Ships and Vessels in the night T1Jlle bound into sa1d Harbour.1t

Sh~ af'terlfa1'd8, a cOlllll1ttee appointed to inVest1eate the tter

IIIlbIIlitted a report to the General Court whioh read .in pll1"t as follCIIVs, " •••••

the Southernmost Part of the eat BrElll'ster called Beacon Island is the -t

coaven1ent laDe for E:l'eoting a L1ght HCUIle 1Ib1ch will be of groat Use not cml,y

tor the Preservation of the Livea and Estates of Persone dosigninfl tor the Harbour

of Bostca and Charlestown, but of arrr other PlaDe within the Lusachusett8 B&7."

'lhe undertsldng ...s Pl'cwpt~ aWl oved.

Tbe TOIIll or Bonon bee... 8uid~ interested in the matter and it ...

Toted "That the oonsideration of what 1s proper for the Toml to do Abt. a Light­

SCUll be referred to the Select men." Later the town aaked the Court that Bostca

be given the p1"8tereJlOe in 8l"ecting and maintaining the llgbthousc and be "Intituled

to the P1'uftits and Incomes thereof." Boston was to be doprived of this pleall\Jl'8,

howeVer, for the General Court on JuJ,y 23, 1715 passed an act for building aDd

-.1nta1n1.ng it at the expelUIo of the province. The went of GUO} Q lighthouse,

saSd the Court, lthatb been a great Dl800uragetlel1t to rlgation by the loss of

the lives and Estates of 8woral of His jesty's Subjects."

The Great Brewsters, of which Beacon Island was one, Tlare 0I'Ined by the

town of Hull. en ugust 1, 17lS the town, by unan1IIIous voto, granted DeacllD

leland to tho ProvfaDe of ilassachusetts Bay "for the usc of a light hoWle fOl'.-ter."



./
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-3-Boaton L1gbt

The l1(#lthoun was built under the direction of • 11l1iam Payne

and Captllm Zechar1ah Tut.h1ll, and 1n a litUe CNer a year aft.er the oot. wu

passed it wns eomoleted at. a om or £2385 178 sa. en september 14, 17lh the

1aut.ern was lighted for the first t.lme and three days later the follail1.ng it.

appeared 1n the "Boston li.....Letter'"

'!309t(ll1. By"i:rtue of an Aot of Ass8l1lbly made in tho First Year of

Ris Majestq' 8 Reign, "ttI" BuUding and Ma1ntaining a L1&ht. Rouse upon the Ores'll

B:nster (oalled Beacon liland) at the Entrance of the IIarbour of Boston, 1n

Ol'der to pretTent the loes of' the Live. and Estates of His IJajeaty'a ubjeotll,

DlLsaid Ltgb~ha.!lbeen built! and llll F1,'y$lAy __ :u.tlLC=ll1It-~

Light. was !dllt'lJed, which wU1 be very 118e.f.'ul for all Vessels going out and oOll1ng

in to the Hll.1'bour of Beston, or any other HarboUl'B 1n the llaase.chuDetts Ba,y, far

which all stars shall pay to the Receiver of Impost, one PeIlllY per Ton Inwards,

and another Pezm,y Outward., llXIlept Coasters, who are to pay Two Shillings eaoh

a'll the1r oJ.eannce Out, ArId all FllJh1ng Vessels, Wood Sloops, ete. Five Shilling.

eeah by the Year.n

The oot for establishing Boston IJ.ght provided that the keeper 1t8hall

oareful..ly and d1.ligenUy attend to this Duty at all times in kindling the L1ghts

trcm SUn-ntting to Sun-ruing, and placing them so as they may be mos';; N8I1 by

vessels oCllll1ng in ar going out...

Goorge WaPtbTlake held the distinction of being tho f'irst lighthouse

keeper in thlll country and probabJ3' the first on this side of the tlantio. For

his first yoor'l labors at Boston Light he received a salary of fifty pounds,

(more)



-40i3Hton L18ht

bI11l in 1717 his f!I8Y was increased on hill CI\IlI petition to sO'1enty pounds a year.

IIlatCll"tune. however, avertook h1m and bis f!llll1ly for shortly afto nrds, on

IIwember 3, 1718 he, bis wife and bill daughtor were drowned. Bonjamin FnnkUn,

at the time th:I.rteen years old, vote a ballad rogarding this un1Jappy event,

1Ib1ch he oalled the "Lighthouse Tragedy", and he was prevailed upon by his

b1'Gther to print 1t and sell it on the streets or Boston. Since the tragedy

1IlUl f.relIh in the peop1e'a IIinda the ballad enjoyed a TIJI'Y ready 1IIIlrbt, a1thcmgh

Fred"n later obaraoter1sed it a. "wretched Iltuff."

'i'hree days after George Ol"tbylake was drowned, Robert saund8l'll WU

OII'dered to oare for the light tempo:rar1.ly, but was replaoed almollt :l.mmed:l.ateJT

by thep~ keeper, an aperi.nced sea oaptain and pilot tlllI:led Jolm Rq...

Dul'hlg the tollOlring year Captain Haysll petitioned tho General Court

"that a great Gun be plaoed on $aid IslAnd to ansnr Shipe in a Fo." The gun

.... voted and plaDed at the island shortly afterward.. There 18 little doubt

that thiI was the first fog signal on our oontine, and it is of interest that

the orig1.na1 aaunon, bearing the date 1700, is still at Boston Light .,tntion,

thougb or oourse long sino. obsolete. It appears to have been the only fog

I1gDal hore for one huDdred and thirty-wo 1801"s.

The light hOUN sui'ttll"8d t'l"ClIIl fire in 1720, but it was not tl,y

~. The keeper lleuppoees the fire 1Jllll oooalioned by tho lamps dropping
•

ClD wooden benches and • amutr falling off."

Captain Hs,yes, who had oerta1n othar duties bosides attending the

liGht, had two assi8tanta, found neoeasa.ry for the station's pro aintenance.

I
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-5-Boston L1ght

Be rema1ned keepel' until 1733 wben he retind and was replaced by' Robert Ball.

In the lIpl'ing of 1734 the tOlr8r was tound to need repe.:f.rlng, waakll

IUId seams haTing appeared in several pl8o.s. In June a committoe VIaS appointed

to ....m1ne the st1'uctul'e am report whether it could be repaired. In the report,

which waa dated luJ¥ 4, it wae suggested "that the Seams and Cracl\:S be nl1 rUled
with 1IlO1"tu ar Putty, and the whole outside cased with Good oak Plank at two

IDehes and a halt thick up and down, with twel'ft I1"en hoops, tho Hoops to be

three Inches and a halt wide, S/ 8 of an !noh thick, well drove over the Plank

aD4 to be at SUitable distance. about tour teet apart, and boarded betJlreen the

BClOp8 and Shingled 011 the outsids." The toundations were fOUlld to be in good

eaadit1em. Repdre .... 11III4. aocOl'ding to this :recOiiib6lldation, and dully aD

Boston's shipping '11'88 inoreaeed tor the nElldi tour years to de:fray the cost.

In 1751 Boston Light aga1n euff'ered from fire, thill time wit.h con­

dderable damage. The 1'l.oau, stair. and other wooden parts nore burned, and

the wooden caa:blg 'IIb1ch had bee put around the tOlfer S8Venteen years bat..
,

Jlea?~ oauaed its d.tua:sUO'h The st0ne4ark, hOlfever, was not 1mpa1ncl &D4

the llatt houae 1Ia1 loon in cClllllll1saion again. But precautions were taken to

P!'..eut 1'tr.rther tina b7 placing brick walls and iron plates near tho n_

h'an ltmtem. The roof waa lllIlde or copper.

Robert Bell waa on duty when the tire occurrele He remeined keeper

uaUl 1773, and probab~ until October la, 17'14 when he died tit the see at

lMVentq-five, after over forty ytl8l'll of faitbtul ..-nos at t.111s one station.

(lJIOZ'e)
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-6-Boeton Light

Boston Light tared very badlJy at the time of tho UElVolul;ion. 011

July :20. 175;, shortl3' after the oaD~fP8tion of Boston by tho British, it ....

visited by a party of A1Der1aane who 1fook the lamps end burnod tho \1ooden puta

et the bUilding, and an .,. witn..s ,11aW the £1BII08 of the 1ighthouso uc.",Ung

up to heavOll l1ke grateful 1noenll8."

The British 1lIlmediateJ¥ beQt&n reconst1'UCltion work under the protection

or a guard of lIIIl1'ina8. BuI; elElV'en d.IyS later another contingent consisting of

three hundred <\mEn"icane under o_nill of Major Tupper put out; in boats from

DOl'Chester and Squantum, and made a ~,econd attack. They overwhelmed the guard;

killing ten or twelve and, after de~f1'cy1ng the .ark und. construction took

~ prisoners away nth theJI. They were hotJ¥ pursued by tho Dritish, but •

, gun prev1ous4' placed on Nantukat Heilld to oover their retreat sank one at the

British boats with fatal reBUlts, aIllll Clded the ohase~

These attempts had on4' teIlipo'.l"ary etrect tar the BriMsh rebuilt the

l1ght and kept it until .Tune 17'76 W~1Il their fleet saUed fr0:1 BoBtCn !J&J'bozo.

tJpcm leaving they made a trail of gtDllpowder which, an hour later, demolished

the tower. Sube'SWentJ¥ the "old toIl. ot the ~thouae". probably tho m8tal

work of the lantern, was used by the ~Jllericans "to sUPPJ¥ the oannon wit.h 1a4les...

After the dest:ruoUon of the tower by the retreatine British, Boston

iaJ'bor was ,UIlJ'Il/U'ked by arEf llabthousel untU 1783 when, after the olose of the

Revolution, the legislature provided ~or a new one to be built on the site of

the f1r:rt and at nlllll'ly the same d1!Mill1lions. The n8lJ lighthouse was built that

pc: at a DOBt of about 19,881.44. It was conioal in shaPe, 45 toet in

(1I0Il'e)



J1 ooton Light

obuuIItermce at the baH, with walls d1m1n1l1bing in tb1ckneso rrom 7f teet at

the battcx!l to 2:} teet at the top. 'lhe lower tan foot were or rubbJ.e-stone, and

8Pllt gmnito 1Il1S ueed abave that point. The tawer was GUl'lIIOUI1tod b1 al1 ootagonal

!1'1111 lanto:m 25 feet in c1roumteNllOe, 8I3d the he1~t of the entire building

1ncl1!d1ng the J.antcon ""8 75 tNt. This tower, with var10us alteretions aDd

blprovEll8l1ts io the present Bofton Light. Its height _1'1 1ncrooooo to l39 teet

senmty-s1:x 1*11'0 lat4llr.

In 1789 at the first se.1on of Congress after tho orgnnisat1on at

the united states Gov_t, an act was passed hich provided that all the

expenses 1nc!dootal to the ma1nteaance of navigational aids should be detrrqed.

out of the TrOllllUl7 of the United states.

Ck1 J'une 10, 1'790, one year later, the assachusetts Legislature ceded

Boston Light to the lJn1ted states and at the same time five otllcr HghthOUllSll

an lithe beacon on the spit of sand near the lighthouse in tho harbar of Boston.·

In oeding her llgtltbouses I sachllllstts shQll'oo caution with respect to the new

gov8J"11lllel1t, for there was the provision nthat if the United !it tes shall at eDt

t1ae heroai'tcr, neglect to keep lighted, and in repair, arq one or more of the

~oua88 afaresaid, that then the grant of such l1ghthouso or liahth011888

_ nesleoted shall be Told and of no eftectJ •••••that 1£ the United tates shall

at arq tDe hereafter make arq compensation to al':\T one of the United States

tar the o_iOlD of 811¥ llghthouael....11ke cOllQ?ellllation be 1IBd0 to this C. ~

w-.lth by the United states for the .ession or the Light HousoD sforooaid, in

prllpOl'tion to their respective V3lues.1t

Ck1 J'ul,y lS, 1793 an order lISa sent from the office of tho Prosident

(lIICll's)
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-30eoston Light
2

,king the pay of Thomas Kncu, then keeper of Boston Light, 2M:> h dollars per

allJlt1lP, although previoua:q be had received four hundred dollars. The reduction

... stated to be beaaUS8 of the favorable living oomitions at t e at.:ition, aDd

it 1fU added "the present 1noumbents it Is preBUll\4ld will perceive thfl perfect

reasonableness aDd equity of this rer01'lll by the President." SimileI' reductions

.._ lIIlIde at six other 1mportant light stations. This rate or r..v \'laS SIlIa1l

aousb to be BUN, but the esr:q keepers ev1dentl,y did not dwate their ent1re

U- to their lights. T~ did IlIUIlh or the pilotage in Bostoll Harbor, some or
the enforcement or quu'IlDt1ns reguJatioos aDd often rendered .sssitance to Tessels

in distress. They oould also ti8h and s811 their oatches.

£t about this u.- the lighthoUse 1188 sweral t1mefl atrmk by Ugbtzrlllg,

aDd steps were taken to erect oonduetOl'llJ bUt this l!l8a1!lU1'9 "WIlS opposed by- ....eral

or the godl,y~ or thoee times, who thought it vanity aDd irreligion for the

81'Il or flesh to pre_ to avert the stroke of Heaven.- Ai'tOl' further damage,

hOlfeV'er, th .tarrer was 80 protected.

In Ju1¥ 5, l8ll the oharacteristio of the llgbt TIns ohnnged f'1oom a f1D4

to a fl n b1ng white 11gbt, aDd the apparatua 1mpr0V'ed. The sixteen oil laIIlps

arratiO~- Ion groupe or four wen replued by Argand 1BIIIpe with ortXie retlecrtors

fitted to revolving 1MCl...... •

---
tar the Mar1ne Society or Bosten petitioned in Jani.ry 1814 far "hav:l.n3 Bostm

L1gbt lighted during the Winter IIODthS. We proSUllle the Lir;htB aro e.xtinguimed

to prevanl; the EnllllP;Y's &'98111"8 hbuJe1f' of the security they afford." The Sociel:1

(Il101"8)
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~oeton L1flht

vgued 1lho.t ooasters, in order to esqlape be:1Jlg oaptured nnwt pass tho IllOIJt

dangerous capes and ledges during th t long nights. ~ JIIIlrk, they oaid, 1fU

:required to gtdde them to safety.

An interosting deooription or Boston Light appoo;m:1 in the It merl8an

Coast TUOt" at about thiB ti • It reach "Doston L1gbt-RoUBo Iltonde on a

-.u island on tho north entrance or the channel (Foint Warton and Nantuokst

(ld.c, IJantasket) holgbts be1ng on thEt south) liIlld is about 65 foot high. It

oontains a revolv1ng light......liIlld 1lr1ll appear brilliant for forty eeoonda.

and be ob8ll1l1'9d tl7enty seconds, alteJ'tlateJy. Two huts are orooted hero with

acel'lllllCXiations for Bbipwreckad seametl. cannon is lodged and mauzrted at the

~auae to gJUJI'1En'eaignalo."

In lB3S the l1gbt 1IU prodtllCed by fourtoenA~ 1nI:Ips of about the

iii.. ~ th09 in famUy use at that t1ne. They were fitted ,'lith nrabollc

ret1ectar8 and IIIOUIJted on revolv:l.ng ppe.rntus. During t~e next year 1aI'Be

twent,y-ane-1nah peJ'llbolio l'eflectors 101' English make were fitted to tho light

and in 1851 those were replaced by still better ones.

report at Sl ~lons a "tog bell lately crootod n'.; the outer

light" at Bostca, we1gb1!l8 1J75 pcnmd, , rung JlKlCIhsn10aUy (Nery forty"",even

lIlICond&, and opcrati!l8 for silt hours on one winding. This bell WQO roo

mCDied at 1elI.st ton yee1'sberore, but it appears thatn~ WQB dono about

it at tho t1me.

In 1859 the tOlrer was ra1sElla from sevanty-rive reet. in height to

e1gbty-nino teet, Uned with briok, a nEllf dwelling erected, and the et.at1on

(mo:re)



I.!OB\I of the changes at Boston Light after this titlo ca:::o in fog aigna'

development. The bell was re lacGd by a first-class Daboll truI:Ipot \7ith duplloate

engines m 18'72. A brick building twenty-two teot square T1aO bullt mat of the

t_ fO! yea:rs later to hause the fog sienaJ..

rn 1S84 tests were can:1uctsd here to discover ;no-;; officiant signal

for the stttt on. 'I::ro were set up having the same cha.-o.ctcrittic,- 0 1ast8

of five seconds duration with lte1'llate intervals of ten a fort 8000008,-

one n In:rge Daboll trumpet and the other a la-inch at

very sat1sf'uoto:ry fell' 1n 1887 11 f1rst-cla88 siren was establ1sLed in duplicate

and tho 2,41 eh caloric engine UB

Light Station, 'aine.

GV10usly was remav to I'o:rtlund H-:l

In lSC)O an auxiliary light, «Xh1bited 34 feet ebove e t !'rom a

'lIhite cod structure 9 fest high, us 8stablishod near tho tCll7Gr at Boston

L:4l'lt Station to guide vessels into Nantasket Roods. It was lighted for the

first tiM on the night of JUIl8 30, and shows a f1Jr:ed whito l:.1.gbt of .,000
aandlepclllC', with two red sootors oovering the dangers in the Roods.

Gales of November lS98 carried 8Jfa;y the boatho c:uil about 0 e

hundrod feat o. the south wharf. These were soon rebuilt and lorotectod by a

large amount of rlp-1'aP and a heavy sea wall.

Thin~ seacoast stnUon now shOl'l8 a 100,000 candlopcl'l'9l'

(11I01"0)



flashing \7h. te light of eight seconds duration followed by a dark interval of

twenty-ti7o seconds. It is exhibited 102 feet above the sea and is visible

for sixteen miles. The fog signal is an air siren giving a group of wo

three-second blasts every minute.
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