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latter island at all. But in the next year, Capt. Frederick 
Beechey, British Navy, secured permission from Mexican authorities 
to survey the bay. For whatever reasons, he gave each island its 
present name and thus they have been known ever since.8

8- NA, Cartographic Div., RG 77, Fortifications File, Dr. 124-1, 
Plano del Puerto de San Francisco . . . 1825"; Stanger and

Brown, pp. 62-63.

D. Fremont's Claim
During the last years of the Mexican regime, a number of 

citizens, native and naturalized, of the Republic applied for grants 
of land around San Francisco Bay at locations that within a short 
timp would be demanded by the United States for use as military 
reservations for the defense of the harbor. While some of the 
original grantees had intentions of developing these lands, others 
were purely speculators and, after the conquest of California, 
undoubtedly had high hopes that the United States would be forced 
to pay well to obtain possession of them. Ownership disputes would 
soon plague all the early military reservations: Presidio, Point San 
Jose (Fort Mason), Lime Point, Angel Island, and Alcatraz.

Early in 1849 the U.S. Congress appropriated funds for a 
joint commission of army and navy officers to examine the Pacific 
Coast with reference to its defense. Maj. John Lind Smith, senior 
officer of the commission, wrote from San Francisco concerning 
Mexican titles. He understood that the only titles that existed in 
California were those derived from Mexican grants and from unin­
terrupted occupancy for the length of time prescribed by the laws 
of Mexico. He had also learned that "all valid Mexican grants 
contain a reservation that they may be resumed by the Govt.—when 
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needed for public purposes; and that any grant without the reser­
vation is not valid because there is a law of Mexico expressly 
requiring it to be inserted." Smith confidently concluded that the 
United States could take possession of any land in California that 
might be required for public use. Alcatraz Island would not test 
Smith's thesis as much as Lime Point or Point San Jose would in the 
years ahead; nonetheless the story of its claimants is a curious 
one. 9

The Spanish colonial government had, in fact, retained 
control of all coastal islands. But on July 20, 1838, the Mexican 
government, fearful that foreigners might occupy some of these 
islands, passed a law that authorized the governor of California to 
certified. The prefect, J. de Jesus Noe, at Monterey, did his duty 
but was puzzled as to why Workman wanted the "completely bare" 
island. Another Monterey official pointed out that the only possible 
use Alcatraz could have would be the location of "some kind of lamp 
which may provide some light in the dark and stormy nights for the 
protection of ships that pass by." On June 8, 1846, as the sun 
was setting on Mexico's ownership of Alta California, Governor Pico 
granted Workman the small island, with the one condition that he 
establish a navigation light "as soon as possible." Workman did not 
erect a light on Alcatraz; almost immediately he conveyed the title * * 

9. NA, RG 77, Office of Chief of Engineers, 
Received 1838-1866, Maj. J. L. Smith, Mar. 31, 1850, 
of War and Navy.

10. Denver, National Park Service, Denver Service Center (here­
inafter cited as NPS, DSC), John A. Hussey, "Fort McDowell, 
Angel Island, Marin and San Francisco Counties, California . . . ," 
Manuscript prepared for War Assets Administration, 1949, p. 16.
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to his son-in-law, Francis P. Temple, another naturalized 
Mexican.11 12 12

11. San Francisco Examiner, Jan. 5, 1896; NA, RG 77, OCE, Land 
Papers, John C. Fremont, Washington, D.C., May 10, 1855, to 
General [Caleb] Cushing. Governor Micheltorena had apparently 
granted Alcatraz to Jose Yves Limantour in 1843, but a court had 
proclaimed this illegal.

12. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters Received 1838-1866, Col. J. S. 
Smith, Nov. 3, 1851, to Col. Joseph Totten, Chief Engr.; NA, RG 
77, OCE, Fremont, May 10, 1855, to Cushing; Theodore Grivas, 
Military Governments in California, 1846-1850 (Glendale: Arthur H. 
Clark Company, 1963), p. 98.

In 1847, John Charles Fremont, appointed governor of 
California by Commodore Stockton, "purchased" Alcatraz Island from 
Francis Temple, "giving a bond for the purchase money in my 
official capacity as governor of California." Fremont said he re­
garded the island "as the best position for Lighthouse and Fortifica­
tions in the bay of San Francisco." Later in Washington, D.C., 
Fremont was court-martialed on a number of charges and specifica­
tions, among them being this purchase in the name of the United 
States. The United States rejected the "purchase" on the grounds 
that Fremont had not possessed the authority to make it. Further­
more, President Fillmore's 1850 order reserving Alcatraz and other 
parcels of land from sale was a clear indication that the federal 
government considered itself the rightful owner and purchase from 
anyone unnecessary. The army's Board of Engineers for the Pacific 
Coast confirmed that belief in 1851 when it wrote that while it had 
no specific information concerning Temple and Fremont, it was 
under the impression "that our Government had succeeded to the 
right of property in that and other Islands . . . which had been 

12 vested in the Mexican Government."
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The army proceeded to develop plans for the defense of 
Alcatraz. But Fremont was not at all convinced that his claim was 
dead. He decided that if he had not purchased Alcatraz for the 
government, then he had bought it for himself: "The island con­
sequently reverted to me, and has ever since been held by me to 
be my property." Eventually, through Simon Stevens of New York, 
Fremont paid $5,000 to the holder of the bond. From the 1850s on, 
Temple's name dropped from the records. Not so, Fremont's. By 
early 1855 the San Francisco law firm of Palmer, Cook, and Com­
pany, which seemed to specialize in land litigations that involved 
the federal government, entered the case either on behalf of 
Fremont, or in partnership with him. They brought an action of 
ejectment in the District Court, Fourth Judicial District, San Fran­
cisco. The engineer in charge of the works on Alcatraz, Maj. 
Zealous Bates Tower, notified Chief Engineer Joseph Totten that 
"Messers Palmer Cook & Co. have commenced suit against me per­
sonally for trespass in occupying Alcatraz." The secretary of war 
quickly authorized Tower to call upon the U.S. district attorney for 
any assistance he needed.^

At the same time Palmer went into court, Fremont wrote 
U.S. Attorney General Caleb Cushing outlining the case as he saw 
it, concluding: "I thought it not improbable that the government 
upon a full examination might be disposed to make some arrangement 
which would spare us the great expense and delay of litigation." *

13. NA, RG 77, OCE, Land Claims, Maj. Z. B. Tower, Jan. 31, 
1855, to Totten; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engineers, 
vol. 23, 1st Lt. J. D. Kurtz, May 18, 1855, to Tower. At that 
time the firm Palmer, Cook and Company was composed of Joseph C. 
Palmer, Charles W. Cook, George W. Wright, and Edward Jones. 
See NA, RG 77, OCE, Land Papers; Mary Lee Spence and Donald 
Jackson, editors, The Expeditions of John Charles Fremont, vol. 2: 
The Bear Flag Revolt and the Court Martial (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1973). p. 317~and footnote 317n.
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But the government was not so disposed. The construction of 
fortifications on Alcatraz went on. Fremont's claim came up again 
in 1859 when D. W. Perley, said to have been the "Pathfinder's" 
attorney at that time, threatened to institute a suit for the pos­
session of the island. Sec. Lt. James B. McPherson, then in 
charge of Alcatraz, informed Washington that according to his 
intelligence Perley was threatening this action because he had lost 
$30,000 when the federal government declined to pay $200,000 for 
the purchase of Lime Point on the north side of the Golden Gate. 
As before, the subject quickly dropped from army correspondence, 
indicating that nothing much came from the affair.14

14. NA, RG 77, OCE, Land Papers, Fremont, May 10, 1855, to 
Cushing, and 2Lt. J. B. McPherson, July 14, 1859, to Capt. G. A. 
De Russy; NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engineers, 
vol. 30, De Russy, Aug. 12, 1859, to McPherson.

15. Evening Bulletin, San Francisco, May 28, 1892; San Francisco
Call, Hay 29, 18927' --------------------

As late as the 1890s attorneys for the heirs of General 
Fremont, probably in association with another land dispute at Point 
San Jose (Fort Mason), placed on record a deed dated August 3, 
1883, from Fremont to Charles A. Lamont of New York, stating that 
for the sum of one dollar and other valuable considerations Fremont 
sold one-half of all his rights to Alcatraz Island. The newspapers 
guessed that the old claim was to be renewed before Congress or 
the Court of Claims. But the Fremont heirs seem to have dropped 
their interest in Alcatraz about this time. They would, however, 
continue the battle over Point San Jose.

Alcatraz has remained firmly in the hands of the federal 
government from its first occupation by the army engineers until 
today.15
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IX. The Alcatraz Light
Americans have long had a romance with lighthouses. Also, 

there is a special mystique about islands in man's mind. Therefore, 
a lighthouse on an island makes a heady combination, especially 
when the island is Alcatraz and its first light was the first light on 
the Pacific Coast.

In 1850 the Congress passed its first appropriation for the 
construction of lighthouses on the Pacific Coast, including one for 
Alcatraz. The Treasury Department scandalously let the contract to 
build the first of these to a treasury clerk, who promptly sold it to 
the Baltimore contractors, Francis X. Kelly and Francis A. 
Gibbons. Each of the lighthouses was to cost $15,000, and they 
were to be completed by November 1, 1853. This date was later 
extended to May 1, 1854. The lights were to be Argand lamps with 
16-inch parabolic reflectors. Ammi B. Young, a prominent 19th- 
century architect, designed the structures, each to be a Cape 
Cod-type dwelling with a tower rising through the center.

Young's specifications called for a 38- by 20-foot house con­
structed of stone or hard brick. A full cellar, (6 feet in the clear 
with a brick floor and an outside doorway) was to be built. A 
chimney was located at each end of the building; one to have a 
fireplace; the other a hearth and a flue. Another fireplace was to 
be placed in the attic chamber. The main floor had two rooms, an 
entrance vestibule, and a stairway between them. The attic also 
had two rooms, with the tower and the stairway separating them. 
The roof was to be covered with "Ladies" slate. The circular tower 
had an inside diameter of 8 feet and a wall 1-foot thick. A window 
was located in the tower. The top of the tower, which formed a 
deck for the lantern, was to be a domical arch. The deck above 
was to be covered with 20-ounce copper sheathing, and finally, a
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12- by 10-foot frame lean-to porch, was to be added to the back of 
the structured

Meanwhile the Congress established the Lighthouse Board, 
which divided the country into 12 lighthouse districts, the Pacific 
Coast being the 12th district. Each district had an inspector and 
in the case of the 12th district it was invariably an army engineer 
already assigned to San Francisco. His duties included supervising 
the construction of the lighthouses, keeping them in repair, and 
purchasing and installing the illuminating apparatus. The local 
Collector of Customs was appointed to take care of fiscal and admin­
istrative duties, such as the appointment of keepers. The first 
inspector for the 12th district was none other than Capt. Henry W. 
Halleck, then the staff engineer of Military Department 10 (Cali­
fornia) and who was soon to be involved with Alcatraz's fortifica­
tions.

The Baltimore contractors dispatched a shipload of men and 
materials to the West Coast in 1852. On board were bricklayers, 
carpenters, stonemasons, painters, blacksmiths, plasterers, and 
laborers. The materials included yellow pine flooring, doors and 
frames, window frames, shutters, cupboards, mantles, hardware, 
tin, oils, paint, and glass. The ship arrived in San Francisco in 
December 1852, and on the 15th of the month, workmen promptly 
began laying the foundation for the Alcatraz lighthouse.1 1 2

1. Francis Ross Holland, Jr., America’s Lighthouses, Their 
Illustrated History Since 1716 (Brattleboro, Vt7: The Stephen 
Greene Press, 1972), pp. 155-56; F. Ross Holland, Jr., "Lighting 
the West Coast: The Story of the Building of the Pacific Coast's 
First Sixteen Lighthouses," MS, pp. 23-32, and Appendices, "Spec­
ifications ."

2. Holland, Lighthouses, p. 155; Holland, "Lighting," p. 45; NA, 
RG 26, Lighthouse Board, Engr. and Insptr., 12th Dist., Feb. 
1853-June 1856, extract from letter, W. H. Ranlett, San Francisco, 
Dec. 15, 1852, to Sect, of Treasury.
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In May 1852 the government decided to put French-manufac­
tured Fresnel lens in the Pacific Coast lights rather than the 
Argand lamps. Because the installation of Fresnel lens was a 
delicate undertaking, the Lighthouse Board decided to put it under 
a separate contract; subsequently some $800 was deducted from the 
contract of Gibbons and Kelly. A naval officer was dispatched to 
Paris to purchase the lenses. The first two lenses arrived safely 
in New York in April 1853, and were ordered reshipped to San 
Francisco by sea.

On June 21, 1853, Halleck reported to the Lighthouse Board 
that the Alcatraz lighthouse was completed and ready to receive its 
lighting apparatus. The Frensel lenses, both of the third order, 
arrived a few weeks later. Halleck attempted to find a person 
skilled in erecting the apparatus. But no one would accept the job 
for the small amount of money that was available. The captain 
estimated that in inflation-ridden San Francisco $3,000 was needed.3

3. NA, RG 26, Lighthouse Board, Engr. and Insptr., 12th Dist., 
Feb. 1853-June 1856, Memorandum, Nov. 15, 1854, of Accounts of 
Gibbons and Kelly, and Halleck, June 21 and Oct. 14, 1853, to 
Sect., Lighthouse Board, Lighthouse Board Journal, Oct. 9, 1852- 
Aug. 11, 1854, p. 167, board meeting, Apr. 15, 1853; Holland, 
Lighthouses, p. 156; NA, RG 26, Lighthouse Board, Engr. and 
Insptr. 12th Dist., Holland, "Lighting," pp. 46-47 and 68-69.

Captain Halleck resigned from the army in 1854, before the 
Alcatraz light was installed. The Lighthouse Board promptly 
arranged with the chief engineer of the army to have Maj. John G. 
Barnard, then in charge of constructing the fortifications at Fort 
Point, assume responsibility for completing the Alcatraz light and 
that he "should have the management and control of the light-house 
for at least one month after being lighted." Barnard completed the
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work and on the evening of June 1, 1854, the Pacific Coast’s first 
light was lit. Interestingly enough, the Lighthouse Board forgot to 
obtain a permit from the War Department to erect a lighthouse on 
Alcatraz, a military reservation. This fact was not discovered until 
1907, when the Department of Commerce and Labor wrote the War 
Department asking for a copy of the original permit. Whether or 
not this oversight was rectified remains unknown.4

4. NA, RG 77, OCE, Letters to Officers of Engrs., vol. 21, 
Kurtz, Feb. 18, 1854, to Tower, General Correspondence 1894-1923, 
Asst. Sect., Dept, of Commerce, Aug. 30, 1907, to [Sect, of War]; 
Holland, Lighthouses, p. 156.

5. NA, RG 26, Lighthouse Board, Engr. and Insptr., 12th Dist., 
Feb. 1853-June 1856, R. P. Hammond, Collector, San Francisco, 
Aug. 15, 1853, to Sect, of Treasury, Capt. Campbell Graham, 
Inspector, June 14, 1855, to Sect., Lighthouse Board, M. S.

A third-order light, such as Alcatraz's, was authorized a 
principal keeper and an assistant keeper. Michael Cassin was 
appointed Alcatraz light's first keeper on August 15, 1853, long 
before it was completed. The San Francisco customs collector was 
not at all certain that Cassin would remain on the job for long. His 
annual salary was only $750, barely enough to pay for his food. It 
is possible that Cassin supplemented his income with another job, 
for, the inspector reported in June 1855, that the principal keeper 
was absent considerably. The inspector reminded him that his 
full-time presence was a necessity. Cassin promised to give strict 
attention to his duties. But in October 1855, Cassin, having over­
stayed his leave, was considered dismissed. His successor, John 
Sloan, who may have been the assistant keeper until then, held the 
job for only one month. He was replaced by Underhill Van Wagner, 
whose salary was increased to $1,100 per annum. Edward S. Swan 
was appointed the assistant keeper, replacing Nathaniel Blackstone 
who was "removed. "5
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The army officers appointed as inspectors for the 12th district 
made their periodic inspections of the Alcatraz light. Most of their 
reports considered the apparatus and the premises to be in good 
condition. Occasionally there was severe storm damage, such as on 
New Year's Day, 1855, when most of the metallic roofing was blown 
off. Later it was replaced with white pine shingles. In 1856 a fog 
bell arrived to be placed at the southeast end of the island. Be­
cause of the gun batteries around the edge of the cliff, the bell 
station was constructed below the cliff, near the water's edge.

The machine was designed to strike a 1,000-pound bell a blow 
of the hammer every 10 seconds for four successive blows, then a 
pause of 30 seconds, and then a repetition. The hammer weighed 
30 pounds and was fastened to an arm 2 feet long. The hammer 
raised 9 inches at each blow. One man could wind up the machine 
using an ordinary crank key, the weight being hung on a moveable 
pulley. The motive weight was composed of 14 cast-iron disks 
weighing a total of 3,640 pounds. This weight was raised 25 feet 
and it allowed the machine to run five hours before rewinding. It g 
took a man about three-quarters of an hour to rewind the machine.

The Daily Alta California described the fog bell and the light 
in 1858, when the keeper was Underhill Van Wagner, as follows: *

Slatham, Collector, San Francisco, Dec. 4, 1855, to Sect., Light­
house Board, and Correspondence of Maj. Hartman Bache, June 
30-Dec. 15, 1855, Bache, Oct. 24, 1855, to M. S. Slatham.

6. NA, RG 26, Lighthouse Board, Engr. and Insptr., 1853-1856, 
Capt. Campbell Graham, Dec. 30, 1854, Jan. 15 and 19, and 
Mar. 19, 1855, to Sect., Lighthouse Board; P. D. Custer, Morris­
town, Pa., Feb. 13, 1856, to G. C. Smith (directions for putting 
up the fog signal machine), and G. C. Smith, "Description of the 
Fog signal striking apparatus designed for Alcatraz" and corres­
pondence of Bache, Sept. 22, 1856, to Sect., Lighthouse Board.
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Beneath the south wall, and jutting over a bay-washed 
rock, stands a little frame building enclosing the machin­
ery connected with the fog bell, suspended on its outer 
edge. This bell is of clear, sonorous tone, and its close 
proximity to the bay enables its silver-tones to be heard 
a long distance over the waters on that side of the is­
land. But there is some complaint heard from pilots . . . 
that it is impossible to hear the bell at all on the upper 
side of the island. They state that in foggy weather the 
sound never reaches them until they clear the lower end.

The fog bell is struck by the clapper eight times a min­
ute, and the chain is three hours and a quarter unwind­
ing. It takes an hour and a quarter rapid turning of the 
crank to wind it up and in foggy weather the bellman 
oftimes presses into the service a merry party to help him 
in his labors, which are as arduous as those of the bona 
fide "chain gang," for four thousand revolutions are 
required to wind up the chain.

On the highest eminence is situated the light-house, that 
bright beacon of safety to the port seeking sailors. The 
lower part of the building is very conveniently and nicely 
arranged as a dwelling for . . . Mr. U. Van Wagener and 
his family. At the top of a second flight of stairs the 
visitor enters the mammoth lantern, the walls of which 
consist of immense plates of flint glass, which are so 
extraordinairly transparent as often to lead one to imagine 
nothing intercepting an unobstructed view without. The 
hydraulic pressure lamp within is the third order of 
Fresnel light, and burns with remarkable clearness and 
brilliancy. . . . The house is lit at sunset, in order 
that the light may shed its full effulgence by the time 
darkness sets in. It is not extinguished until sunrise.
Two quarts of sperm oil are consumed nightly.7

7. Daily Alta California, May 19, 1858.

Extensive repairs to the dwelling were carried out in 1880. A 
new roof was added and two of the fireplaces were rebuilt. A new 
kitchen, outhouses, and fences were built. The tower walls were 
repaired, and steps down to the fog bell were renewed. Three
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years later a new bell, weighing 3,340 pounds, was cast at the 
navy yard at Mare Island, using the old bell and other material for 
casting. In a response to complaints about the old bell, the new 
one was erected 15 feet farther out on the shore to increase its 
range. Also, a new flight of steps, with railings on both sides was 
constructed. In 1884 the light underwent change when the mineral 
oil lamps were substituted for those burning lard oil. The whole 
complex was painted and the inspector declared the station to be in 
"excellent condition."

Around 1886, an old sailor, Captain Leeds, became the Alcatraz 
keeper. He is said to have constructed a 2-foot-high wall around 
the dwelling, filled it with soil, and planted flowers and trees. 
When a post office was established on Alcatraz it was located in the 
lighthouse, at least during Leed's tenure. The fog bell continued 
to clang the hours away--for example, 527 operating hours in 1889 
and 396 hours in 1890.®

An excellent, unsigned article on the Alcatraz "range light" 
appeared in the San Francisco Call in 1896. From outside the bar 
at the Golden Gate, six lights could be seen; but only two of them, 
at Fort Point and on Alcatraz, were used to guide vessels into 
port. These two were known as the range lights. Fort Point’s 
light at that time was a red and white flash, while Alcatraz's was a 
steady white light. After noting the military character of Alcatraz, 
the reporter finally arrived at the lighthouse and wrote the follow­
ing:

8. NA, RG 26, Lighthouse Board, Annual Report (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1880), p. 64, 18§3, p. 85, 1889, 
p. 162, 1890, p. 176; Ralph C. Shanks, Jr., and Janetta Thompson 
Shanks, Lighthouses of San Francisco Bay (San Anselmo: Castano 
Books, 1976), p. 16.
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The Alcatraz Island lighthouse consists of a stone tower 
forty feet high, with a keeper's residence of the same 
material built around it. The walls of the structure are 
about two feet thick, stuccoed and painted a pure white. 
The lantern is reached by a spiral stairway in the tower.

Alcatraz Island station is of the third order and has one 
of the finest lenses ever built. It was made by Sautler & 
Co. of Paris, France, in 1852, under the direction of 
Thomas Corwin [U.S. Secretary of the Treasury, 1850- 
1853]. The glass used is most peculiar, as it is so soft 
that a pocket knife will cut it. The advantage of this 
glass is its remarkable clearness. With a seventy-four 
candle-power Funk lamp the light can be seen nineteen 
miles at sea, while Point Bonita, which has nearly double 
the candle power and an ordinary lens, can be seen only 
seventeen miles. The reason more of these lenses are not 
used is on account of the cost. Alcatraz Island lenses 
cost $8,000, and at the same rate a first-class lens like 
Point Bonita would cost . . . $20,000. . . .

At present the lamp burns mineral oil, which is supplied 
to the wick from a reservoir and regulated by a float feed 
attachment. The lamp cleaning room is just beneath the 
lantern. Everything about the place is as clean and as 
orderly as possible. All of the brasswork shines like 
gold. . . .

Alcatraz Island is also supplied with a fog signal. It is 
located at the base of the cliff on the southern end of the 
island, and is reached by a flight of steps. The bell is 
operated by agmachine that will run four hours with one 
winding. . . .

More living space was provided for the keeper and his assis­
tant in 1897 by rebuilding the two kitchens and adding a room over 
them. Also, to bring the general appearance up to that of the 
military post's, latticework and fences were built around the yard, 
and an "unsightly" outhouse removed. In 1899 a brick oil house

9. The San Francisco Call, Apr. 26, 1896. 
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was constructed, and in 1900 the fog bell was moved again. The 
batteries on the southeast end of the island were much less im­
portant now than they had been a few decades earlier. Now, the 
fog bell (with a new striking apparatus) was moved to a new build­
ing on top of the cliff, where its effectiveness was greatly in­
creased, because it could be heard on both sides of the island.

In 1900 the Treasury Department asked the War Department for 
permission to erect a second fog bell at the northwest end of the 
island. The post commander reported that a 15-inch Rodman that 
had stood at that site had been dismounted. By the following year 
the new bell, in a wooden frame structure 21 by 12 feet and identi­
cal to the other station, added its tone to the fog sounds of the 
bay. A major change to the light occurred in 1902 when the 
third-order steady-beam light was replaced by a fourth-order 
flashing lens. Masters and pilots had long complained that from 
outside the Golden Gate, Alcatraz's steady light could not be dis­
tinguished from the Berkeley street lamps. They were not wholly 
happy with the change, however, arguing that it should have been 
moved up to the second order rather than reduced to the fourth.10

10. NA, RG 26, Lighthouse Board, Annual Reports, 1897, p. 173, 
1899, p. 179, 1900, p. 179, NA, RG 77, OCE, Gen. Corresp. 
1894-1923, Actg. Sect, (name not legible), Treasury Dept., 
Oct. 24, 1900, to Sect, of War, Maj. C. Davis, San Francisco, 
Nov. 10, 1900, to Chief of Engrs., Wilson, Shanks, p. 16 and 
Holland, "Lighting," p. 125; San Francisco Chronicle, Sept. 14 and 
18, 1902. ----------------------------------

The 1906 earthquake caused only minor damage to the Alcatraz 
lighthouse, knocking down the tops of the chimneys and causing a 
slight crack in the stone tower. These items were quickly re­
paired. In 1907 a new no. 3 Gamewell fog bell-striking apparatus 
was installed in the bell house at the northwest end of the island.
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At the same time an electrical system was installed that allowed for 
the controlling of both bells from the keeper's dwelling.11

11. Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, 1906, p. 127 and 1907,
p. 139. ---------

12. NA, RG 92, OQMG, Gen. Correspondence 1890-1914, Maj. R. 
B. Turner, Alcatraz, Dec. 7, 1907, to AG, USA; NA, RG 26, 
Lighthouse Board, Annual Report, 1910, pp. 507-08; U.S. Dept, of 
Commerce and Labor, Annual Report, 1911, p. 586; FARC, SB, RG

When the army decided to build a permanent prison on the site 
of the Citadel, it was readily apparent that the huge new structure 
would cut off the Alcatraz light from the harbor entrance. Major 
Turner, the prison commandant, wanted the lighthouse removed for 
another reason as well: The building and sheds were unsightly and 
if left in their present position would badly mar the appearance of 
the new prison building and be out of harmony with the general 
building plan of the post. No matter to Turner that the Pacific 
Coast's first lighthouse would be destroyed and a historic structure 
gone. Turner proposed that a new light be erected on the roof of 
the prison. In 1909, Maj. Charles H. McKinstry, Corps of Engi­
neers, now the lighthouse engineer for the 12th District among his 
several other duties, prepared a set of plans for a new light tower 
and three sets of quarters for a keeper and two assistants. Rather 
than on the roof of the prison, the new tower was located slightly 
to the east of the old lighthouse--which continued to operate while 
the new one was under construction. The old fourth-order lens 
was moved to the new tower, with a new lantern, and the light was 
turned on December 1, 1909. The 84-foot tower was built of rein­
forced concrete. The two dwelling wings were each two stories and 
were cement plastered. They were connected by a reinforced 
concrete area, beneath which were located an oil room and a car­
penter shop. The total cost of construction was about $35,000.12
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A newspaper reporter visited the new lighthouse in 1919, when 
Henry W. Young, another ancient mariner, was the keeper.

The keeper first raised the yellow curtains which cover 
the octagonal windows of the tower. This action dis­
played the apparatus. . . . Technically it is called a 
fourth-order light. With its resplendent brass and glit­
tering crystals, which curve in semi-circles on either side 
of two central bullseyes, it would seem to be more of an 
object for admiration than of practical use. In the center 
of this canopy of crystals sets the lamp.

Removing a covering which shields the apparatus . . . 
the keeper took a small brass lamp from a sideboard and 
lighted it. "This lamp," he said . . . "ordinarily has the 
power of a dining-room lamp, but when it gets inside its 
intensity is increased to 2000-candle power."

"That crystal structure you see," continued the keeper, 
as he began to wind a small crank, as one might a phono­
graph, "is operated by seventy-pound weights, which are 
regulated by clockwork. It makes one revolution every 
thirty seconds, and, as it has two faces, the flare can be 
seen from any point once every fifteen seconds."* * * * 13

26, Maps and plans, Lighthouse, Alcatraz, Maj. C. H. McKinstry,

Elans for the lighthouse could not be made available for this report

13. San Francisco Chronicle, Albert J. Porter, "The Keeper of the 
Alcatraz Light," Dec. Id, iyi9.

In 1963 the Alcatraz light was converted to automatic opera­
tion. There was no longer a need to have a permanent keeper and 
assistants. About this same time a new double-drum reflecting light 
was installed. The two fog bells remained in operation. Disaster 
struck in 1970 during the Indian occupation of Alcatraz. On June 2 
fire destroyed the residences and damaged the tower. The light

Jan. 16, 1909, Plates I-X, revised Mar. 4, 1909. These excellent

ecause of difficulties in having them reproduced.
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went out. The Alcatraz Indian Council denied charges that it was 
responsible for the fire. A few days later the Indians claimed to 
have rekindled the beacon with a small generator. On June 11, 
1971, federal marshals removed the last of the Indians from the 
Rock, and on June 14 the Alcatraz light was again turned on, 
hopefully for good. The wreckage of the residences was removed, 
the soot and red paint on the tower were replaced by gleaming 
white. The workrooms underneath still serve the needs of the 
light. The light is not the oldest in the Bay Area—the Fort Point, 
Point Bonita, and Point Reyes lighthouses are older, but it is 
located on the site of the first light on the Pacific Coast and the 
two together have played a significant role in the maritime history 
of San Francisco, a role not yet finished.14

14. Peter Blue Cloud, Alcatraz Is Not An Island, (Berkeley: 
Winglow Press, 1972), pp. 69 and 74fHollandJ~Lighthouses, p. 159; 
Shanks, p. 19.
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V

Meanwhile, the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation completed its 
special study, "A New Look at Alcatraz" and delivered it to Secre­
tary Hickel on November 25. It contained two recommendations: 
For Alcatraz to become a part of the National Park System for park 
and open-space purposes; and a second study for a national recre­
ation area in the Bay Area as a counterpart to the Gateway pro­
posal in New York Harbor. This second report, "The Golden 
Gate—A Matchless Opportunity," was presented to the secretary of 
the interior on December 13, 1969. It was to form the basis of 
today's Golden Gate National Recreation Area.

In January 1970 tragedy hit the Indians on the Rock. Richard 
Oakes and his wife were on the mainland when their 12-year-old 
daughter, Yvonne, fell over a railing on the third floor of an 
apartment building and fell to the ground floor, landing on her 
head. She was taken off of the island by a U.S. Coast Guard boat 
to a hospital, where she died on January 8. That same day 
Richard Oakes announced that he would not return to Alcatraz but 
would resume his studies at San Francisco State College. With his 
departure, the Indians lost one of their more positive leaders.

T. E. Hannon visited Alcatraz just after Yvonne Oakes had 
fallen. In his report of his visit he said that he had heard rumors 
of considerable dissention among the Indians then on the island. 
Later that month the U.S. Coast Guard announced that both its 
foghorn and its lighthouse had been tampered with and vandalized, 
and that a danger to navigation had been created.

That same month Indian organizations in the Bay Area formed 
the Bay Area Native American Council, which supported the Indians 
occupying the Rock. The federal government attempted to negotiate 
with the council, only to learn that the council refused to speak for 
the occupiers. In March the Department of the Interior's proposal 
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to the Indians was to form a joint planning committee for a cultural 
center and museum on the island. But the Indians refused to work 
with the government, fearing that such an act would quickly bring 
an end to the Alcatraz movement.

At the end of May the General Services Administration an­
nounced plans to transfer Alcatraz to the Interior Department for 
the purpose of making it a park. Four days later fire destroyed 
some of the more historic structures on the island; including the 
commandant's residence, the old post exchange, and the lighthouse 
residences. The San Francisco Chronicle reported that the General 
Services Administration blamed the Indians for the fires. The 
New York Times, on the other hand, said that the Indians denied 
any responsibility for them and laid the blame on whites who had 
secretly landed on the island.

Just before the fires the water supply (by boat) to Alcatraz 
had been cut off. The occupiers had to rely upon bottled water 
contributed by mainland friends. In June 1970 the Indians an­
nounced that they would begin tours of the island for visitors in an 
effort to raise money for the purchase of water and supplies. 
Immediately GSA issued a press release saying that Alcatraz was 
unsafe and dangerous and that any trespassers on the island would 
be prosecuted.

The light on Alcatraz had gone out, also just before the fires. 
It was commonly assumed that the Indians were responsible. But

4. Fieker, "Indian Occupation"; G. Douglas Hofe, Jr., director, 
Bureau of Outdoor Recreation (hereinafter cited as BOR), Nov. 25,
1969, to Hickel; BOR, Dec. 13, 1969, "The Golden Gate-A Match­
less Opportunity," a report to Sec. Hickel; Hannon, GSA, Jan. 5,
1970, to (files?); San Francisco Chronicle, Dec. 19, 1969, Jan. 8 
and 9, and May 29, 1970; New York Times,- June 3, 1970.
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on June 8 the U.S. Coast Guard acknowledged that it had extin­
guished the light on May 29 because the Indians were "blowing 
fuzes like crazy." Angered that they had been blamed for some­
thing they had not done, the occupiers managed to set up a port­
able generator and, in an effort to embarrass the federal author­
ities, relit the light themselves on June 8.

Although the number of Indians living on the island declined 
in the summer of 1970, and increasing rumors spread that dissen­
tion was growing among rival factions, considerable public support 
for the occupation remained alive. Beniamino Bufano, the San 
Francisco sculptor, visited the Rock and announced that he would 
give a 150-foot-high sculpture of an Indian on an eagle to the 
Indians there. Other visitors ranged from actress Jane Fonda to 
Mrs. Ethel Kennedy.

GSA officials, preparing for the day when they would regain 
control of the island, drafted a plan of action for its security; 
$50,000 was authorized for this purpose. The plan called for the 
installation of 2,500 feet of 8-foot-high chain link fence having 
three strands of barbed wire on top. There would be 18 light 
standards for illumination, each bearing a cluster of three mercury 
vapor lights. The plan also called for five guard posts manned by 
GSA guards and two sentry dogs.5

5. Fieker, "Indian Occupation"; Sunday Examiner and Chronicle, 
June 7, 1970; San Francisco Chronicle, June 8 and" 2^ 1970; 
Oakland Tribune, June 8 and 9, 1970; E. W. Baughman, Reg. Dir., 
Public Buildings Service, GSA, June 19, 1970, to (name ommitted).

The Indians celebrated the first anniversary of their occupa­
tion by holding a news conference on the island in November 1970.
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At the conference they announced new plans for the establishment 
of Thunderbird University on Alcatraz. Nonetheless, the enthus­
iasm and strength of purpose that had marked that first November 
was now waning.

In January 1971 the Chronicle reported that nine Democratic 
Congressmen, including Phillip Burton, had announced their spon­
sorship of a bill to create a national recreation area in San Fran­
cisco Bay. Their proposed name was Juan Manuel de Ayala National o 
Recreation Area.

The occupation of Alcatraz Island came to an end on June 11,
1971. On that day 20 federal marshals landed from Coast Guard 
cutters to remove the occupiers. They found only six men, four 
women, and five children on the Rock. The San Francisco 
Examiner summed up the adventure.

An aura of sadness hangs over the entire episode for the 
bravado of its beginnings and its hollow end. It did, 
however, evoke a sharper understanding of the plight of 
those American Indians who have been unable to meet the 
challenges of modern society with the same success en­
joyed by many of their fellow Indians. That much can be 
said for the plus side.

But there was more to be said for the plus side. The occupation of 
Alcatraz was but the first symbolic action taken by Native Ameri­
cans in recent years to bring home to the American people the 
status and the plight of both urban and reservation Indians. An 
immediate plus was the deeding of several hundred acres of federal 
land near Davis, California, to American Indians and Mexican 
Americans to establish an educational institution. While

San Francisco Chronicle,
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6. Fieker, "Indian Occupation"; 
Nov. 21, 1970, and Feb. 9, 1971.



Thunderbird University was not built on the Rock, D-Q University •7
is an established school today.

Shortly after the occupation ended, the U.S. Department of 
the Interior announced that it was concerned about preserving 
evidence of the Indians' 1^ years on Alcatraz. Today, much of this 
evidence continues to remind visitors of the event and the purposes 
behind it, such things as the symbolic burned-out shell of the 
warden's residence, and the "Red Eagle" over the main entrance to 
the prison. National Park Service technicians have identified and 
recorded the more important graffiti (wall writing) remaining on the 
walls of the structures, and that which can be preserved, will be.^

The fire damage on the island was now supplemented by the 
bulldozer's blade. To make the island inhospitable for any future 
army of occupation, the federal government had the apartment 
houses and other residences around the parade ground reduced to 
rubble. One of the machines employed was too large to get through 
the brick sally port of the historic guardhouse—one of the first 
structures erected on Alcatraz and well over 100 years old. The 
machine casually knocked out the brick arch severely damaging the 
portal.

In 1972, 125 years after Lieutenant Warner made the first 
survey of Alcatraz, the island became a part of the new Golden 
Gate National Recreation Area. Coastal fortifications, army prison, 
military garrison, federal penitentiary, and Indian occupation all lay
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7. Fieker, "Indian Occupation"; San Francisco Examiner, June 11 
and 15, 1971; Hannon, GSA, June 25, 1971, to Victoria H. Plaisted, 
San Francisco.

8. San Francisco Examiner, July 24, 1971; Cindy Orlando, 
Western Regional Office, NPS, ca. January 1978, report on the 
graffiti, Alcatraz.
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15. Construction of a Permanent prison, ca. 1910

The Pacific Coast's first lighthouse is in the background. This light­
house had to be torn down because its light was too low to shine over 
the new prison. The temporary water tanks came from the roof of the 
old Citadel. The iron work indicates the administrative part of the 
building. The granite doorway from the old Citadel has already been 
reconstructed as the entrance to the commandant's office.

National Archives, Record Group 92, OQMG, General Correspondence 
1890-1914
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27. East Side of Alcatraz, 1971

Leaving the dock, this is the east side of Alcatraz Island. The 
Indians painted a part of the lighthouse red after the keepers' 
residences burned.

Photo by Merrill J. Mattes, NPS, 1971

28. Restored Lighthouse, Alcatraz, 1975

Photo by Erwin N. Thompson, NPS, 1976
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35. The One-Hundredth Birthday of Alcatraz Light, 1954

This is a dramatic photograph taken on the occasion of the 
one-hundredth birthday of the first light on the Pacific Coast, 
November 6, 1954. From left to right, the prison, the second 
lighthouse and its quarters, and the warden's (formerly, 
commandant's) quarters.

Courtesy, Mrs. Gladys Hensen, San Francisco Room, San Francisco 
Public Library
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