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  A BRIEF HISTORY OF LIGHTHOUSES

  The building of lighthouses implies the development of nautical powers, and as the oceans and seas became more important in trade, travel and exploration, Seafarers—who had long sailed at the whim of the elements—moved to secure their environment to assure the fleet’s safe passage. The very first lighthouses were built with the intention of welcoming ships and stimulating trade, but these early sailors eventually realized that these beacons could be used to warn of dangerous conditions, such as rocky ledges, shallow areas, or submerged shoals.

  Perhaps the most famous lighthouse of all time was built in the third century BC to light the way to Alexandria, Egypt—it was situated on the eastern point of Pharos Island. The building is thought to have been almost 500 feet tall, with a light visible from 35 miles away. Commissioned by Alexander the Great’s general, Ptolemy I Soter, it was made up of three distinct levels. It was designed by Sostratos, and built by thousands of Egyptian slaves. The Pharos Lighthouse was the model for lighthouse technology for more than a millennium. One of the Seven Wonders of the World in the Hellenistic period, the lighthouse stood until destroyed by an earthquake in 1323.
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  The Dover Castle Lighthouse in Kent, England, was built by the Romans in 46–50 AD. The octagonal structure was originally 80 feet tall, but only the bottom four floors remain today.
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  The world’s oldest surviving wave-washed lighthouse is located off the coast of Angus, Scotland. Since 1811, the Bell Rock Lighthouse has withstood the onslaught of heavy wind and waves. It even survived a helicopter crash in 1955.

  While nothing came close to matching the Pharos Lighthouse for more than a thousand years after its erection, some Roman beacons did cast a glow over the waters during this period. The remnants of one of the twin lighthouses at Dover, built during the first century, still stand, at La Coruña in Spain, their contemporary, the Tower of Hercules, still functions as the oldest active Roman lighthouse.
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  Graphic reconstruction based on a 2006 study of the Pharos Lighthouse of Alexandria, which was hailed as one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

  The fall of the Roman Empire resulted in a diminished need for navigational beacons, primarily due to decreased trade, and as a result recorded information about lighthouses in the next seven centuries is next to nonexistent. In China in the ninth century, they hung lanterns at the top of tiered edifices, such as Mahota Pagoda, which still stands in Shanghai. The Mahota pagoda was a beacon for ships in the Huangpu River, which served as an outlet to the Yangtze. Pagodas served primarily as religious temples with only secondary navigational functions. Although some lighthouses were built during the Middle Ages, no technological advancements were made. The oldest surviving example is a twelfth-century beacon, tended by monks in Ireland at Hook Head, which continues to function to this day.
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  The Pharos Lighthouse of Alexandria took 12 years to build and was constructed of marble blocks with lead mortar.

  In 1492, armed with the development of the triangular “lateen sail”—a massive improvement on the traditional square-shaped sails—and spurred on by pressure from competing nations, Christopher Columbus embarked on an expedition to establish a new trade route to Asia, with the blessing (and funding) of King Ferdinand II of Aragon and his bride Queen Isabella I of Castile. Columbus’s voyages to North America opened the ports of the New World to massively expanded naval traffic, and the New World colonies that sprang up soon saw the need to build beacons at important ports; the Spanish established a watchtower in the 1500s in St. Augustine in what is now Florida, which is one of North America’s earliest lighthouses.

  The English, in the colony of Massachusetts, erected a makeshift beacon to light Boston Harbor as early as 1673. Boston Light, the first official lighthouse in what would become the United States, was built in 1716. In England, John Smeaton invented lighthouse innovations that would be taken up by the rest of the world. He began work on the third lighthouse at Eddystone in 1756—the Eddystone Light was intended to warn sailors of the dangerous rocks that lurked beneath the water that had wrecked so many ships. Smeaton’s endeavor was a great leap forward in lighthouse development. The building crew used hydraulic lime in conjunction with a system of dovetail joints to anchor the stones to the rock and each other—the great advantage of hydraulic lime is that it cures underwater. Smeaton’s tower at Eddystone was modeled on the trunk of an oak tree, thickening gradually to a wide base. It shone for over 100 years.
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  The Mediterranean could be treacherous to travel, and though the construction of lights helped ease the journey, it did not speed it up. It is believed the Romans built at least 30 lighthouses on the Mediterranean.
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  Hook Head Light in Ireland was built in the 12th century. It remained an active aid to navigation throughout its history except for a period of 16 years in the 17th century when civil war broke out. The modern facade encases the centuries-old structure.
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  The Romans built the Tower of Hercules in Spain in the second century AD. It is the oldest active lighthouse in the world. Legend has it that the light was built on the spot where Hercules slew the giant Geryon and then buried his head and weapons. The light appears above a skull and crossbones on the coat-of-arms of La Coruña.

  Another British engineering advancement took place at Inchcape—or the Bell Rock—in the North Sea, 12 miles east of Scotland. The credit for the design of the tower goes to Robert Stevenson, the onsite engineer, and John Rennie. The tower was composed of precisely cut interlocking granite and sandstone pieces, and was Scotland’s first revolving light: twenty-four candles, each with a silvered parabolic reflector, rotated on a clockwork base. The 1811 tower stands today in testament to the precise execution of the difficult undertaking at Bell Rock which had previously posed seemingly insurmountable challenges, including total submersion of the rocks at high tide.
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  Christopher Columbus made four trips to the New World. Between his third and fourth trips, Columbus and his brothers were arrested for supposed acts of torture used to govern Hispaniola. They were released after six weeks.

  In the modern era, many lighthouses became automated, and without the care of keepers began to deteriorate; still more lighthouses were rendered obsolete by navigational developments, such as the Global Positioning System (GPS). In America, the U.S. Coast Guard called for the demolition of several lighthouses that were no longer active aids to navigation, and while some lights were torn down, many local communities rose up in outraged support of their lighthouses, with the result that in 2000, the U.S. federal government passed the Historic Lighthouse Preservation Act. This legislation, and similar laws passed around the globe, ensures that many of the lights that guided the vessels of our ancestors are now open to the public, and will continue to shine in the future.

  [image: images]

  Sir James Douglass was a prolific lighthouse builder and designer in the late 19th century.


  Lighthouses of

  AFRICA
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  Kribi Lighthouse
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  Cape Agulhas Lighthouse:

  Situated at Cape Agulhas on the southernmost tip of Africa, the Cape Agulhas Lighthouse was the third lighthouse to be built in South Africa, and is the second oldest still operating there after Green Point.
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  The Green Point Lighthouse:

  The oldest operational lighthouse in South Africa, Green Point in Cape Town was the first solid lighthouse on the South African coast, designed by the German architect Heman Schutte. The foghorn emits such a mournful “bovine” drone that it is referred to locally as “Moaning Minnie.”
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  Danger Point Lighthouse:

  Located on the southern point of Walker Bay, near Gansbaai, Danger Point Lighthouse is an imposing white octagonal tower with a red lantern dome. HMS Birkenhead, one of the first iron-hulled ships commissioned by the Royal Navy, famously foundered on the perilous reef less than a mile from Danger Point in 1852 with the loss of 450 lives. No fewer than seven wrecks still litter the rocks beneath the lighthouse.
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  Plaque commemorating the sinking of the Birkenhead, affixed to the Danger Point lighthouse
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  Slangkop Lighthouse:

  The Slangkop Lighthouse, located in Kommetjie, is the tallest cast-iron tower on the South African Coast. This white lighthouse has been operational since March 4, 1919, and has a range of 33 nautical miles (60km).
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  Nosy Alañaña Lighthouse:

  At a height of 197 feet (60 m) the Nosy Alañaña Lighthouse is the tallest lighthouse in Africa, and the nineteenth tallest traditional lighthouse in the world. The octagonal concrete tower is situated on a tiny island called the Île aux Prunes, in Madagascar, and is also known as the Île aux Prunes Lighthouse.
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  Seal Point Lighthouse:

  Seal Point Lighthouse is located on Cape St. Francis in South Africa where a deadly reef has claimed numerous passing ships. The lighthouse is still operational today, and also houses a museum. As well as saving human seafarers, the lighthouse is nowadays famed for its penguin rescue and rehabilitation facility which is also located in the lighthouse grounds.
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  Seal Point Lighthouse at night
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  Port Said Lighthouse:

  Considered a unique example of 19th-century architecture, the Lighthouse of Port Said in northeast Egypt is one of the most important landmarks in that famous sea port. The lighthouse was designed by the French architect François Coignet and commissioned by the Khedive of Egypt and Sudan, Ismail the Magnificent. Located at the mouth of the Suez Canal, the lighthouse construction was completed just a week before the canal’s inauguration.
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  The lighthouse of Port Said in the 1930s
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  Kribi Lighthouse:

  Kribi lighthouse is a white, cylindrical, stone-built tower with a red latern and gallery. It is located in Kribi, in the southern area of Cameroon near the Gulf of Guinea. The lighthouse was constructed by the Germans who originally colonized Cameroon. Initially, there was a keeper’s cottage next to the lighthouse, but that has since disappeared.
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  The lighthouse, shortly after it was constructed, with the keeper’s cottage alongside the tower.


  Lighthouses of

  AUSTRALASIA
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  Castle Point lighthouse
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  Low Head Lighthouse:

  Australia’s oldest continuously used pilot station, Low Head Lighthouse is situated at the mouth of the Hebe River in Low Head, Tasmania. The lighthouse was built by convict labor to alert shipping to the Hebe Reef (named after the infamous loss of the Hebe in that location in June 1808). The original stone tower fell into ruin by the 1880’s and the existing structure was built in 1888. Originally painted entirely white, the red band was added in 1926 to improve visibility in daylight. Today, the light is fully automated.
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