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Introduction





  The West is where America reaches its outer limits, for here the continent comes to an abrupt and spectacular end. Here the “westward-ho” migrations of the pioneers were finally halted. They could go no farther, for the West Coast lies at the edge of an ocean more than 5,000 miles wide. So vast is the Pacific that it is larger by far than all the earth’s landmasses combined.




  The Pacific is so enormous and so stormy that throughout human history only the bravest mariners have challenged it. We will never know how many paid for their daring with their lives, but the number, if we knew it, would be impressive. No doubt, many simply vanished into the ocean’s trackless, watery wastes. Many others came to grief at the margins of the Pacific, near where, at long last, it touches land. The American West Coast is one such place, and from the point of view of mariners, far more threatening than most for its shoreline stretches more than 2,000 rock-strewn miles, from Cape Flattery in the north to San Diego in the south.




  Most maritime disasters happen not on the open sea but near the coast. For as long as ships have sailed the seas, sailors have paid with their lives when their vessels have come too close to the shore. Ships are built to withstand the stresses of high winds and giant waves, but a collision with rock, reef, or sand is usually fatal.




  Unfortunately for many, such deadly encounters between ship and shore are common along the American West Coast. Stony capes jut out into the ocean like knife blades. Massive blocks of stone rise unexpectedly from the waves. Swift-running streams wash mud and gravel out of the mountains to form ship-killing shallows and block off the entrances of the rivers, where sea captains might otherwise find safe harbor from a storm.




  Lighting the West




  To help mariners navigate safely in the face of these dangers, the US Congress launched an ambitious construction program in the 1850s aimed at raising lighthouse towers at strategic locations along the West Coast. Lighthouses perform two key services: They help navigators keep their ships on course, and they warn of impending calamity. The latter is, of course, their most vital and dramatic function: saving ships and lives.




  Government lighthouse officials hurried a survey team to the West in 1848. Its members painstakingly navigated the wild and dangerous western shores. On more than one occasion the survey ships themselves came near disaster for lack of adequate charts and shore lights to guide their helmsmen. But the surveyors persevered, approaching treacherous headlands, sizing up dangerous rocks, charting capes, noting likely construction sites, even meeting with local Native American chiefs to see if their tribes were hostile and likely to attack construction crews.




  The survey team compiled a report recommending establishment of a string of lighthouses from Canada to Mexico. The report pointed to locations where the need for coastal markers was most critical—key harbors, important river entrances, threatening rocks and reefs. By 1852 Congress had narrowed the survey list to sixteen sites where construction of lighthouses was to begin immediately. Among those with congressional authorization were Cape Disappointment, Cape Flattery, New Dungeness, Smith Island, and Willapa Bay in Washington, the entrance to the Umpqua River in Oregon, Humboldt Harbor and Crescent City in northern California, Alcatraz Island, Fort Point, Point Bonita, and the Farallon Islands near San Francisco, and Point Loma, Santa Barbara, Point Pinos, and Point Conception along the southern California coast. Congress appropriated $148,000 to launch the project, an impressive sum at the time, but one that would prove woefully inadequate.




  Trying to stretch these federal dollars as far as possible, government officials decided to hire a single contractor to build the first eight lights, seven of them in California and one in Oregon. Unfortunately, the savings that might have been realized through this approach never got beyond the door of the US Treasury. Through a corrupt paper-shuffling scheme, the contract was given to an unscrupulous Treasury Department official who understood nothing about the construction of lighthouses. He had no intention of building them himself and quickly sold the contract to a Baltimore firm, reaping a handsome profit in the process.




  The company that ended up with the contract was a partnership of Francis Kelly and Francis Gibbons. The latter was a veteran lighthouse engineer who had built the Bodie Island Lighthouse on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. Kelly and Gibbons loaded up the sailing ship Oriole with supplies and sent it off to California by way of Cape Horn at the southern tip of South America.




  When the Oriole arrived at San Francisco late in 1852, Gibbons’s construction crew began work immediately on the Alcatraz Island Lighthouse. Gibbons believed he and his men could build several lighthouses at once and that the work could be done faster and more efficiently in stages. So once the foundation was finished on Alcatraz, he moved part of his crew to Fort Point, where they prepared the site and started laying a second foundation. Hopping from place to place in this way, Gibbons’s workers had four lighthouses standing within ten months. Then disaster struck.




  In August 1853 the Oriole set sail from San Francisco to the mouth of the Columbia River, where work was scheduled to begin on a fifth lighthouse at Cape Disappointment. Having no light to guide her, the ship struck shoals near the entrance of the river and began to take on water. Feverish efforts to save the vessel proved unsuccessful, and she sank, carrying all the remaining construction materials down with her. Fortunately, the ship’s crew and its complement of lighthouse builders were rescued.




  Gibbons and Kelly scrambled frantically to replace the lost materials. Within a few months the partners had commissioned another ship and stocked her with supplies so that work could resume. By redoubling their efforts, they were able to get the project back on schedule. In August 1854, one year after the sinking of the Oriole, the last brick was laid on the Point Loma Lighthouse. All eight of the contracted lighthouses were now complete.




  Although rightfully proud of their accomplishments, Gibbons and Kelly were in for a shock, as were government inspectors and lighthouse officials. When the Fresnel lenses intended for the new light stations arrived by ship from Europe, it quickly became apparent that they could not be squeezed into the lanterns atop the towers of any of the lighthouses. The lanterns and in some cases, the towers themselves, were too small to accommodate the enormous prismatic lenses. Most of the lighthouses had to be renovated, and the towers at Point Conception and on the Farallon Islands had to be torn down and completely rebuilt. Gibbons and Kelly had contracted to build the lighthouses for $15,000 each. The cost of renovations and rebuilding, added to the cost incurred from the loss of the Oriole, doubtless more than wiped out any profit the Baltimore businessmen had hoped to make.




  Despite all these difficulties, however, the new maritime lights were soon shining. The first western beacon in service was the one at Alcatraz, where, on June 1, 1854, the keeper lit the lamp inside the sparkling new lens. A sheet of bright light reached out across the formerly dark waters of San Francisco Bay, ushering in a new and safer era of navigation in the West.
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