CG Lighthouses And other aids to navigation in Alaskan History--The book

Cape St. Elias Keeper
1927




CG Lighthouses ...(page 2)

i
?
i
g
I

Secrotary of Stale Willlam Seward -- the man who bought Alaska

Lighthowses And other aids b reaw igEatiom in Alaska H‘l'll:l:ll'!r'




CG Lighthouses ...(page 3)

Lighthouses are often thowght of as towaers of myaticque and romantic
charm, isolated at the foot of storm-tossed waves beating upon the rocky
ehore. In Alaska, iselation and lighthouses seem synonymous. None of
the light stations in Alpska can be reached by car. Most are only sasily
meeopaible by helicopter - wenther parmitting. Thaupgh the lomely senti-
nels of the sea no longer house lighthouss keepers, the Const Cuard
maintaing the responsibility for the lipht's upkeap.

"Const Guard Lighthouses And ather aids bo navigation in Alnskan
History” was ariginally published in 18974 by the state of Alaska as, “Alds
to Mavigation in Alaska History." This third edition of the publication
continues e provide an overview of the evelution of one missien of the
Coast Guard in Aluske.

Dua to the freguent reguests for infermation coneerning Const Gunred
lighthouses in Alnska, the public affairs affice of the Seventeenth Const
Guard District was grantod pormission to update and reprint this book

by the Office of Statewide Cultural Programs, Alaska Division of Parks,
the ngency which originally prepared the text.

Unleas noted, all photographs contained in this bosk were provided
by the U.S. Coast Gaard. Anyone with comments mnn-nrin'- this P'uljli-
eation, should contact the Const Guard public afTairs office by writing:

Communder {dpa)

Seventeanth Coant Guard District
P.O. Box 28517

Junean, AK PRNZ.5517

The Sevenleenth District dedicates the publishing of "Lighthouses
And other nids Lo novigation in Alaskan History” to these lighthouse
keepers und their families who diligently watched over the lights
through the years. Wao hope this publication is enjoyable to you and
increnses your historieal porepective of the Coast Guard and its farerun-
ner, the 1.8, Lighthouss Service, and their contributions to the state of
Alnskn.

Ed Maoreth
Chief Public AfMairs Specialisi
.8 Coast Guard

Lighthouses And other alds o navigation in Alaska History
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Crriginally prepared by Principal Investigator;
CHTiee of Statewides . M. Braown

Cultural Programs Hesearch Asistant
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William A Sachock
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This study was originally funded with the nssistance of a matching grant from the Department of the
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INTRODUCTION

ow, when and why the United States government penetrated the Alnska frontier is a
subject about which few historians are in agreement. Ernest Gruening and Clarence Andrews, for
example, tend to condemn Washington of willful neglipence, of preferring private enberprise to
develop the land before moking o substantial invesiment. On the opposite pole is another, more
recent interpretation, held by Morgan Sherwood and Ted Hinckley, who argue that Washington's
penetration of frontier Alaska occurred along peneral patterns defined by other American frontier
experiences, that there was no conscious design to ignore Alaska's needs, that in fact the historical
role of the federal government in Alaska is a remarkable story of success, Whether the historical
debate will ever be settled is a difficult question. IFthere is a lesson to be learned from the experi-
ences of historians in other nations, particularly England, where the historical problem of social
penetration and integration has commanded much attention, a great deal more specialized research
i& needed before the gleams of a reliable answer will appear,

The first part of this study was written in light of that need. It describes briefly the activities of
one federal institution in Alaska during the years 1867 to 1940, that is, since the purchase of Alaska
to World War 11, Until Warld War II proved the necessity of airfields and the Alaska-Canada High-
way, the "liquid highway™ was the primary mode of transportation between the continental United
States and Alaska. The services of the Board of Lighthouses (later the Bureau of Lighthouses) were
important factors in Alagka’s cconomic development. For it was the board's responsibility to ensure
the safety of marine traffic in Alaska with buovs, daymarks, post lights, light stations and other
navigational aids. When and how the Light House Board, or its successor, lessened the danger to
ships making their way along Alaska’s coasts is an index to the degree to which the federal povern-
ment, in general, penetrated the Alaska frontier, That it is only an index needs restatement, for
some federal agencies are conceivably more active than others.

The second part of this study presents historical summaries, architectural descriptions, and pho-
tographs of 16light stations (lighthouses with resident keepers) in Alagka which may be eligible for
entry on The National Register of Historic Places. Each of these light stations, all of which are naw
unmanned, are significant in Alaska history for a variely of reasons, Many were constructed to meet
the requirements of Alaska's rising commerce shortly after the Klondike Gold Rush of 1897/98; they
are therefore physical testaments of an important event in Alaska history. Several of the more
recent light stations are physical evidences of that time when the bulk of Alaska's commerce shifted
from Southeast to Southeentral Alaska, And, of course, some light stations are monuments to
farmous ship disasters, OF all mids to navigation, light stations were the most expensive to construct
and maintain, The fact that th oy Wers establizhed and continued Lo function until the 19605 roflects
the importance with which they were held by commereial interests and the federal povernment.

Lighthouses And other aids to navigation in Alaska History
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TABLE 1
Mumber of Adds ta MNavigoation in Alasha, 18040 1T840
LED 184056 1o

Lights 0 1 i
Fopr Signals LA i L
Buows =7 - &7

Dayvimorks 15 26 =5

1EE

Lights ZE0
Fopr Signals 13
Huaoys

Draymnrksa : =2 E |

Ruadio Beacons o L1 =3

*Figure inclhades 311 minor lights, 13 light stations, and 26
lighted buoys.

e pure includes 387 minoer lights, 14 light stations, and 56
Lighted buoays.

Lighlhouses And other aids to navigation in Alaska History
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n the early vears of the United States, mids to navigation were established and main.
tained by colonial and state povernments. Respensibility was placed on the national level with the or-
ganization of the Treasury Dopartment in the late 17805,

Due to the inereasing work, the Fifth Awditer wae moado Buperintendent of the Lighthouss
Establishment in 1820, Custom officials performed field supervisory duties, such as inspeching
lighthouse sites, appointing persons to tend lights, ote.

Another major administrative reorganization was made in 1852 with the creation of the Lighthouse
Bourd within the Treasury Department. Twelve Lighthouse Districts were formed, each with a District
Engineer nnd DMstriel Inspector

By decentralizing the administration of the board to the local level, the Act of 1552 essentinlly
stimulated the prowth of a system of aids to navigation throughout the United States. The board scan
established a reputation as an effective nnd aggressive organization, Thus, by the 1850s, numerous aids
to navigation were located along the ceasts of Californin, Oregon and Washington Territary, all of which
fell under American rule in the late 18405,

When, onJduly 27, 1868, the "customs, com-
merce and anvigation” lnwsof tho United States
were applied to Alaska, the board faced the for-
midable prospect afl establishing a systam of
midds Lo navigation 0 the new territory with a
coastline greater in distanes thaon all of the
contiguous states, Perhaps anticipating the
task, Alaska was later included in the Thir-
teenth Lighthouse Lhitrct with Oregon and
Washington Territory.

Mot long after the purchase of Alaskn, 1n
January 1869, the Senate determined to review
the safety of Pacific Northwest coasts, requiring
the |.I:I'I'!h-idl."ll1. “to dhetail an officer to select from
the public lands sueh permanant p-n-in!ﬁ L
the const of Oregon, Washington Territory, and
Alaska, asin his judgment may be necessary for
lighthouse purpoeses, ln view of the future com-
mercial necessity of the Pacifie consts, nnd ta
reserve the same for exelusive use of the United
Etntes.” (U5, Senate 1563 1)

Crnemonth lnter, President Andrew Johnsan
submittod a report propared by assistant George
Davidson, of the Const Survey. Davidsan was in

Gas can from lighthousa.

Lighthouses And other aids to navigation in Alaska History
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A worker Services a light in
Soulheast Alaska.

charge of n Const Burvey expadition bo Alaska
in 1867 when Secretary of State Willinm
Seward required information about the new
merguisition for the considerntion of Congress,

Tha Lighthouse Board had then ap-
proached the Coast Survey to inelude some-
oni in the expedition who would locate pos-
sible lighthouse sites in Alasks. The product
af thie survey was the repart that the presi-
dent forwarded to the Senate in February
1863,

I his highly readable and detailed re-
port, Davidesn recommanded that twae light-
houses be placed in Sitka Sound, similar to
those near San Francisco, one at Cape
Edgecumbe and Biorka 1sland; one at Long
Island and Mear lsland, near Kadiak; and
two lighthouses near Duteh Harbor,

Unalaska Island.

Healso noted vamiows locations for buoys
and unlighted beacons, (ULS, Scnate 1H6S:
5-12) It is a testament to his chsorvations
that nearly all were later sites of naviga-
tional aids. However, none was ever a light-
house,

[hespite its interest in Pacifie Northwest
commerce. Conpress took no action to reserve londs in Alaska for lighthouse purposes. Perhaps the
problems of reconstruction distracted Congress from Alaskan affairs, in general, Certmnly, congress-
men deprecinted the noquisition of Alaska, considering the land more a linbility than an asset, Demands
for lighthouses in ather areas of the United States may have held priority. 1t is more probable that the
volume of marine commeree in Alaska did net warrant navigationnl aids. Whatever the reasons,
Davidson's recommendations for Alaska were shelved,

Yei, the Lighthouse Beard did not ignore Alaska, Noting Davidson's comments on the Russians’
navigational aids, the baard apparently made an sxpedient decizgion: use whatever the Kussinns left
behind. Red and blue busys marked a submerged rock near Long Island, called "William's Bank”, where
the Russian-American Company's "Kodiak” sank in April 1860; but these tended to drfl away during
storms and probably were never maintained by Americans. (17,3, Senate 1869; 9) Apparently, the only
lighted aid in Russinn-America was at Sitka

Disployed sfter an exchange of cannon fire between the approaching vessel and the povernor's house,
the light was located 110 feet above water in the cupola of the governor's house or "Baranef’s Castle”,

Lighthouses And other alds to navigation in Alaska History 11
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The “first” lighthouse in Alaska was located in the cupola atop Baranof's Caslle. This photo was
taken in 1883, The buliding burned In 1634 (Photo counesy Alaska State Library)

When the light was established is unknown; historians cite 1804 and 1834 as possible years. It was
a crude affair, consisting of seal or whale oil and wick in four copper cans, placed n front of a large
reflector in & turret lantern, (USCS 1869; 119-20; U5, Senate 1869: 6; Adamaon 19652 266; Gibbs 1955
205)

When Alaska was purchased by the United States, the Sitka light was prebably transferred to the
jurisdiction of the Lighthouse Beard. An agreement, negotiated by the customs official at Sitka, was
concluded with the Army, whereby the latter maintained the light ot the Doard's expense. The keeper
receivied 40 conts por day for the task. (Gibbe 1955 205; Gruening 1968; 218)

When the Army departed Alaska in 1877, so did Acting Ordinance Sergeant George Golkell, the
appointed keepor sinee 1867, (Holland 1972: 190; Deane 1938: 20). Nearly 20 years passed before the
Lighthouse Board maintained another light at Sitka,

With the rise of gold mining, tourism, and salmon.canning industries in the late 1870s and early
18805, marine commerce increased substantially in Southeast Alaska, OF course, so did ship disasters.

Politicians, chambers of commerce, newspaper editors, steamship companies, fishermen, and
whalers throughout the Pacific Northwest seon appealed to the Lighthouse Board for aids Lo navigation,
(Adamsen 1956: 255) So great was the need that Pacific Stoamship Company officials offered free
transport of buoys, supporting their request by listing numerous marine hazards in Tongass Norrows
and Wrangell Narrows, as well as the recent loss of company steamer Eureka in Peril Strait. (AR 1885
10k

In 1884, Alaska obtained a district form of government, and the Lighthouss Board sont 14 iron buoys
to Somthenst Alaska

1z Lighthouses And ether aids to navigation in Alaska History
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Buoys at the lighthouse depot In Ketchikan, December 1, 1916,

Pack - 70
N2/ 7T
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A llghihouso sorvice-
MAnN pOSGS FAsAT
Vilakari Rocks
Beaacon, ona ol the
first foedaral akds in
Alaska, on July 12,
TINE,

All wore placed by the LS, Navy in the Inside Passage. Also, Moval Commander LA, Bearsles
ardored o boneon placed on Vitshoard 1sland, near Sitha, where Davidson had ance recammended a eannan
for n foge-signal in addition tea light. (U5, Senate 1869 5-6; AR 1885: 10, Andrews 1358: 178; Gibhls 13565:
205), These wers the first unliphted nids loented in Alnska by the United States government.

Concentraling on the needs of Washington and Cregan, the offisors of tho Lighthouse Board seldom
foumd time Lo place additivnal aids in Alasks, In fact, it was not antil June 1805 that o lightod aid wos
entabliched. e longer able to use the former Russion governor's house at Sitks, it having burned down
in 1894, the Lighthouse Board ploced o simple post light on Castle 1601 Willinom Marrett was the
appointed tender. (AR 1896: 170; ATE 1880 170: The Sitha Alnshon June 22, 1885; 3: Androws 1953 302}
While Lhis was the first light sstablished by the federnl government in Alagka, it was nlse the Inot unti
after tho turn of the century,

With the passing of ench year, additional buoye and unlighted beancons {log pyramids and iron
spindles) wore placed in Southeast Alaska, Petween 1820 and 1800, however, the number of nids had
not increased ot all. In fact, the number of buoys in 1900 had not risen above the 1808 figure. For
daymarks, the numbor had actunlly decrensed by one.

This apparent inertin enn be understood in varfous woys, In part, it reflects the Beard's efforts to
replace, upgrade, and repalr buoys and dnymnarks, o time consuming project sinee the only lighthouse
tender in the Thirtesnth Distriet, the Columbine, operated from Oregon and entored Alnskan waters anly
during summer menths, (AR 1888 170, AR 1805 174}

Alsa, the laeation of nids was probably rearganized froquontly, according te needs, such as Muctunting
sbemmar roules, new miningcomminities and cannerins, Thisview is supported by the foct that thoe most

14 Lighthouses And other aids o navigation In Alaska History
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northerly buey in 1898 was on Indian Rock, 20 miles south of Skagway, then booming as a direct result
of the Klondike Gold Rush. (The Sitka Alaskan July 30, 18398: 2) Mare important, the board was
financially ill-equipped to meet Alaska’s demands. This is particularly true in regard to lights, which
required frequent maintenance by a keeper. Since March 1890, for example, the board had annually re-
quested funds to construct a light and fog-signal station on Mary Island, at the entrance to Revillagigedo
Channel. In 1892, a customs house was established on the island and the board recommended that
customns officials maintain a minor light at a nominal fee, (The Sitka Alaskan January 30, 1852: 1: U.8.
House 1890: 1) However, Congress was not swayed by the entreaty, Not until the Klondike Gold Rush
of 1897-08 catapulted Alaska into the international news did Congress sericusly consider Alaskan needs,
much less the requests of the Lighthouse Board,

A windfall in Alaska history, the Klondike Gold Rush stimulated development of Alaska in
unparalleled ways. All sorts of social, economic and political activities accelerated. Prospectors
demanded geclogical surveys, maps, and mining laws; homesteaders demanded land laws and public
surveys; politicians demanded home rale, And,
of course, chambers of commerce, steamship
companies, fishermen, all in some way de-
pendent on safe water traffic, joined in the ery
for lighthouses in Alaska.

Gov, John G. Brady of Alaska was espe-
cially vocal, not only in portraying the urgency
in the situation, but alse in grasping the obvi-
ous solutions: "Commerce has grown so rap-
idly and there are now so many millions of
dallars invested in steamships plying in these
waters that the time has come to separate
Alnska into a liphthouse district. There is
work enough to keep an inspector and tender
busy. British Columbiais far surpassing us in
this particular. Soon they will have completed
four new lights at important points upon the
inside passage, We should have as many now
in operation between Tongass and Skagway.”
(AG 1898: 43)

How the Board responded to the events of
1B97-08 15 crucial. Dne historian sugpeststhat
the board was then lax in leadership, that a
"hardening of the arteries had set in this once
vigorous and aggressive organization.” (Hel-
land 1972; 191) Perhaps the judgment needs
qualification. For years, the board had re-
quested funds for the Mary Island Light Sta-

The lighthouse tender Fern
prepares 1o launch a buoy.,

Lighthouses And other aids to navigation in Alaska History
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