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Bald Head ligHtHouse
By Wayne C. Wheeler

ald Head Island (one of three islands that form Smith Island) guards the east side of the 
entrance to the Cape Fear River and Wilmington, North Carolina. On the west side of 
the river is Oak Island with a modern light station, and offshore is Frying Pan Shoal 
that was marked for 110 years by a lightship and then a Texas Tower. 

Both the shoal and the entrance of the river are constantly shifting, making navigating into the 
Cape Fear River a dangerous proposition. Due to the changes in the geography, the aids in the area 
were changed over the years. The Bald Head Lighthouse was discontinued and then later relighted 
and finally permanently discontinued as a federal aid in 1935. Bald Head Lighthouse became a 
minor light in 1903 when a 150-foot skeleton tower lighthouse was constructed at a new site at 
the base of the Bald Head on the southeastern point of the island. A range light station was con-
structed on piles on the south side of the entrance on Oak Island. The skeleton tower was replaced 
by a modern 155-foot concrete tower on Oak Island in 1958.
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During the period when our country was under the Confederation 
of States, prior to the 1789 Congress that established the United 

States of America, North Carolina began construction of a lighthouse 
on Bald Head Island at the mouth of the Cape Fear River.

In the 18th and first half of the 19th century, Wilmington, 
North Carolina, was an important port in the south. Reaching the 
port required navigating past the offshore Frying Pan Shoal, cross-
ing the Cape Fear River entrance bar, and then sailing up the river 
to Wilmington. A lighthouse to assist mariners around the shoal 
and to locate the entrance was a necessity.  

The 10 acres of land for the light station was donated by Benja-

min Smith, owner of Smith Island (which included 
Bald Head Island) “without consideration or re-
ward”  to the state. The state later ceded the land to 
the federal government.

Three years after the United States became a 
country, Congress passed an act (which reads in 
part) “…to cause to be finished in such a manner as 
shall be advisable, the Light-House heretofore be-
gun under the authority of the State of North Caro-
lina, on Bald Head, at the mouth of the Cape Fear 
river, in the said State: and that a sum not exceed-
ing four thousand dollars, be appropriated for the 
same, out of any monies heretofore appropriated 
which may remain unexpended after satisfying the 
purpose for which they were appropriated, or out 
of any other monies which may be in the treasury 
not subject to any prior appropriation. Approved 
April 2, 1792”   

On March 2, 1793, Congress appropriated 
$2,000 more for the Bald Head Lighthouse. This is 
the final mention in congressional records of funds 
allotted for the original Bald Head Lighthouse, 
which is listed as having been completed in 1796 
(the 17th lighthouse constructed in the country). It 
may have taken several years to complete the station 
due to lack of funds, difficulty in transporting mate-
rial to the island, or scarcity of workmen.

Little information about the design or construc-
tion of that first lighthouse remains. One North 
Carolina petition states, “Withers contracted…to 
deliver at Bald Head two hundred thousand Bricks 
at three pounds per thousand for the purpose of 
erecting a lighthouse.” The petition mentioned that 
in fulfilling the contract Withers needed more time 
to complete the contract as his vessels stranded, he 
experienced sickness of several crew members, and 
there were other “fortuitous circumstances.”

On February 18, 1794, the commissioner of 
revenue wrote to Secretary of the Treasury Tench 
Coxe:

I have the honor to enclose for submission 
to the President an agreement by letter John 
McCauley to make the copper work of the Bald 
Head lantern. Expectations were entertained 
that several more would have been received 
from other workmen, but they have all declined 
except one whose proposal is 20% higher than 

McCauleys. The manufacturers of stills [breweries] gener-
ally receive 4/6 Pennsylvania money or 3/5 of a dollar. Under 
these circumstances there doesn’t appear to be a prospect of 
effecting a more favorable contract.
The manufacturer of the lantern was Samuel Wheeler of Phila-

delphia. The copper work for the iron lantern was to be furnished 
by McCauley, also of that city.

On May 13, 1794, Secretary Tench Coxe wrote to Wheeler:
Mr. Wheeler will please to remember to have the lantern 

completed as soon as possible in all its parts and taken down 
so that Mr. McCauley may execute what may be undone [not 

Bald Head (Cape Fear) Lighthouse, May 5, 1893. Note the keeper standing in front of 
the door; to his right are two children. U.S. Coast Guard photo.
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yet done] by him. A vessel is to sail in 2 or 3 days for Wilm-
ington. It is very desirable to have it [the lantern] sent by her if 
possible…Mr. Wheeler will please to have that done and pre-
pare some written directions for the use of such persons as 
may be employed to put it up in North Carolina. Leave nothing 
undone that may retard the placing of it on the Light House. 
It is intended to have the space between the lantern floor and 
the sashes enclosed with good sheet iron, which you will have 
prepared as far as can be.

Allbone for T. Coxe.
Correspondence was also sent to McCauley on May 13, 1794:

Sir, You will please to have everything in your line belong-
ing to the Cape Fear lantern completed and packed up in a 
case or cases, in doing which the use of straw may be of great 
service and prepare some written directions to accompany it 
so that no embarrassment may take place when it arrives at 
its place of destination. A vessel sails in 2 or 3 days and it is 
very desirable that it should be sent. Allbone
The same day Allbone wrote Wheeler:

On my return…after my conference with you…on the sub-
ject of having the lantern ready to be sent by the vessel….and 
informing the Commissioner…that it appeared to be doubtful 
from your observation…he desired me to write to you, request-
ing that you will procure hands and immediately have the lan-
tern made ready so as to be sent by this opportunity, that the 
public service requires it. As the contract is now more than 12 
months old and Mr. Coxe is of the opinion that the delays with 
it have neither been necessary or justifiable. Allbone
On May 19, 1794, Coxe wrote to George Hooper, the contrac-

tor building the tower at Bald Head, sending him an advance copy 
of the bill of lading for the iron and copper work.

He stated that it [the lantern] “…could not be got there in time 
for that purpose by reason of the malady in Philadelphia.” A ma-

laria epidemic devastated 
the city at that time and 
drove the federal govern-
ment (Philadelphia was 
the capitol at this time) 
to neighboring states.

He responded to an 
earlier letter from Hooper 
who stated that the lantern, 
yet to be received, would 
have a diameter smaller 
than the top of the tower. 
Apparently Mr. Wood-
ward at Wilmington, per-
haps a subcontractor who 
designed the tower, had 
the tower wall changed 
from a slope to vertical for 
the topmost section. Coxe 
recommended taking that 
down and rebuilding the 
top section on the same 
slope as the lower section 
so that the lantern will be 
able to be secured to the 
wall of the tower. He end-

ed his recommendations and letter with, “…the glass for the lantern and 
wire for the netting will be sent forward by some very early conveyance. 
The lamps [spider or bucket lamps] are in the present shipment.”  The 
wire netting would be placed around the glass of the lantern to protect 
the glass from birds flying into it, a very real possibility as the lighthouse 
is on the Atlantic flyway. 

Contractor Hooper purchased lumber and lime for the job, but he 
complained that many of the bricks that had been dumped on the beach 
were broken. Further, many bricks were buried in the sand by storms.

When the tower was completed, Superintendent Woodward him-
self directed the installation of the lantern. By December 5, 1794, 
Hooper was able to report that the lighthouse was “perfectly com-
pleted in every particular and ready for being lighted.” But the initial 
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A postcard from 1910 features the Bald Head Lighthouse. USLHS archives.
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Lighting Apparatuses of Bald Head Lighthouse

Left: A spider lamp system was most likely the earliest optic employed in the lighthouse.
Above and right: Winslow Lewis’ Argand lamp assembly placed in chandelier formation such as the 
drawing to the right would have been the next apparatus installed.
Below left: A third-order Fresnel lens such as this one at South Manitou Island, Michigan, replaced 
the chandelier reflector system.
Below right: This unidentified fourth-order lens on display at Portland Head Lighthouse in Maine is 

similar to what was placed in the lighthouse when it was converted to a minor aid to navigation in 1903. USLHS archive photos.
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appropriation of $4,000 had proven so inadequate that Congress was 
called on for more funding on four different occasions. When the 
final cost was realized in 1797, the amount was $11,359.11.

The first keeper was an experienced mariner named Henry Long, 
who was paid $333.33 a year. He received free lodging and was able 
to use the property to grow crops and keep livestock. In 1806, while 
hunting deer and hogs on the island, he was accidentally shot and 
killed by a fellow hunter. 

The original act to construct the lighthouse called for it to be situ-
ated at an extreme  point on the island, presumably at the western 
edge of the island. It is interesting to surmise that local residents must 
have known that erosion on the sides of Bald Head was a constant 
threat to any structure near the edge. It was the contractor’s failure 
to take erosion into consideration that caused the lighthouse to be 
endangered and later Secretary of Treasury Gallatin to authorize the 
expenditure of $2,000 “in order to secure the light-house at Bald 
Head against the encroachment of the sea,” or erosion.  The installa-
tion of “…two double rows of poles driven and filled between with 
brush” was not effective, and in July 1813 the collector of customs 
in Wilmington issued a notice to mariners that “…in consequence 
of the encroachment of the sea it has become necessary to pull down 
the light-house on Bald Head.” The announcement went on to say, 
“…there consequently will be no light until further notice.”

In anticipation of the need to rebuild this important sea coast aid, 
Congress had already passed an act on March 3, 1813, “For rebuild-
ing the Bald Head and dwelling house, in North Carolina, fifteen 
thousand dollars.” An act of April 27, 1816, also called for $15,000 
for the rebuilding of the lighthouse. As the figure is the same as the 
earlier act, perhaps the funds were not available during the interven-
ing years. The following year Congress added $1,000 to the project. 

The authorization for the construction stated that the new tower 

be constructed of hard brick, octagonal in shape, 90 feet in height, 
and plastered on the exterior. The site was a mile back from the 
original. The contractor selected was Daniel Way. He was described 
as a man of admirable “rectitude of character.” Although his bid 
was slightly higher than the funds appropriated, it was far less than 
other bids received. The final cost was $15,915.45.

The specifications called for the base of the tower to rest on a solid 
foundation of stone extending to a point five feet above ground with 
an octagonal tower rising from this point and constructed of hard 
brick and the exterior coated with plaster. The tower rose from a di-
ameter of 36 feet at the base, gradually decreasing in diameter to a cir-
cumference of 14 feet 6 inches at the top. The wall at the base was five 
feet thick to a point 20 feet above the base. From this point the wall 
tapered to a thickness of two feet at the top, 72 feet above the base.

The cap of the tower was to be made of freestone or marble. The 
lantern was designed to be 10 feet 6 inches in diameter and 10 feet 
high. A series of wooden floors were installed, connected by wooden 
ladders, with the last ladder made of iron that led into the lantern 
room through a copper-covered iron trap door. A vent in the top 
of the copper dome extended to a “Darth Vader” type of wind vane 
that allowed (most of ) the smoke generated by the whale oil lamps 
to be carried away. These early vents did not work very well.

The contract also called for the construction of a brick house for 
the keeper. It was a one-story dwelling 35 feet in length and 17 feet 
wide, with a roof with a 10-foot pitch and gable end. The walls were 
12 inches thick, and the house had a “good brick chimney” at each 
end. It had two rooms of equal dimensions with a passage between 
them. Two sheds were constructed at the rear of the dwelling, and a 
well was sunk nearby.  

All early American lighthouses, or light stations, were manned by 
one keeper. They came from a wide range of occupations: retired mar-
iners, harbor pilots, blacksmiths, farmers, and others. Most farmed 
the land of the station and fished or even piloted to supplement their 

A testament to the durability of the Bald Head Island tower 
was reported in an Associated Press article on August 29, 

1998.
The news service reported that six people decided the light-

house would be a splendid place to ride out Hurricane Bonnie 
when they found themselves in the storm’s cross hairs.

With their four dogs, two cats, and a parrot, they headed to 
the lighthouse that has withstood many storms in the middle 
of Hurricane Alley.

“We were able to have the door open and watch the storm 
go by. We never felt the lighthouse shake or shimmy or any-
thing,” said Pam Lawrence, a real estate agent who lives on the 
island.

“It was like living in a bank vault,” said Martha Lee. another 
of the ban that spent 9 ½ hours in the lighthouse.  “We were as 
safe as your money.”

The article also reported that they were urged to go to the 
town’s public safety building, which was described as “a glori-
fied trailer” by Lawrence. “Frankly we didn’t think that was a 
safe place at all.” she said. “We all knew the lighthouse was the 
safest place on the island.”

The thick walls are evident at the windows of the Bald Head 
Lighthouse. Photo by A. Pasek.
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income. Early on salaries ranged from $200 to $400 a year, with the 
higher pay provided at remote or large stations. The 1820 register of 
all government employees lists the keeper of the Bald Head station 
as “Sedgwick Springs, Keeper…$400.” There were 54 lighthouses in 
America that year.

The original optic was probably a “bucket” lamp (a round vessel 
with several tubes extending upwards 
from the side, each stuffed with cotton 
wicks). Capillary action drew the whale 
oil through the wick or a “spider lamp“ 
(a rectangular Kleenex box shape with 
8 or 10 tubes on the top and set into 
the box reservoir). The lamps were 
hung by a chain from the center of the 
lantern room. They gave off a great deal 
of smoke and not much light. At some 
point, in the teens, Winslow Lewis 
installed 15 of his new Argand lamps 
backed with14-inch parabolic reflec-
tors. It produced a fixed white light vis-
ible for 16 miles, although it is doubt-
ful that this optic could produce that 
range. The 1849 Light List states that 
the optic consisted of 18 lamps with 

16-inch reflectors and had a range of 18 miles, also doubtful. These 
were placed on a chandelier, probably showing a fixed light 360 de-
grees. These lamps were also fueled by whale oil, which was replaced 
by lard oil in the 1850s.

At various times the captain of a revenue cutter was charged 
with inspecting our light stations. On a routine inspection trip in 
July 1834, Captain Harry Hunter of the Revenue Cutter Taney vis-
ited Bald Head Island station and reported that some repairs were 
needed to the copper dome and certain window sashes. Two years 
later he again visited the station and reported the lantern leaked and 
some of the glass was broken and dirty. The reason for the condi-
tions was that “…the keeper is an old Revolutionary soldier and is 
unable from sickness to give the lighthouse his constant and person-
nel attention.” 

Periodically in this period several complaints were voiced about the 
effectiveness of the lighthouse as it could not be seen in some areas and 
was not visible very far to sea. In the 1852 report to Congress by the ad 
hoc committee, Lighthouse Board Lt. David Porter, USN reported:

Cape Fear [an early name for Bald Head Lighthouse], a 
hundred and ten feet above the level of the sea, I have never 
seen, though I pass two miles outside of Frying Pan shoal. 
This shoal extends sixteen and half miles according to the 
charts, in a SSE direction; but by good and frequent observa-
tions I find that it extends nearly three miles further out than 
it is represented; consequently, it would require a light to be 
seen twenty miles to be of any service. Vessels running close 
along the shore always make New Inlet Light, which is seven 
miles to the northward and eastward of Cape Fear lighthouse; 
and the latter can be of little use in enabling vessels to run 
around the shoal. I am of the opinion that a flashing light of 
great intensity would [if raised twelve feet higher] be seen 
plainly outside of the shoal. At present the lead [a lead line to 
measure depth] is the only safe guide.
Over the years complaints about our aids to navigation systems 

continued to pile up. Mariners sailing to and from Europe were 
aware of how much brighter the Fresnel lenses used in Europe were 
compared to our outmoded reflector system. Several inspections 

Postcard clearly shows the off-set lantern. USLHS archives.

Right: The interior of the Bald Head Light-
house today. The stairs and landings are 
wood. www.thinglink.com image.
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ordered by Congress occurred in the 1830s and 1840s. Finally an 
ad hoc committee called the Lighthouse Board was established to 
conduct a comprehensive inspection of our system and those of Eu-
rope. It covered everything from salaries, optics, fog signals, light-
ships, and instructions to keepers to the condition of our light sta-
tions. The 1851 report on Bald Head Light Station states, in part:

Francis Morse, principal and only keeper; (is a pilot, and fol-
lows his vocation of piloting) took charge at his father’s death, 
April 1848. Fifteen 21 inch reflectors; ordinate, nine and half 
inches (not true parabola): ….plating of reflectors not good—has 
a clouded appearance, leaden hue, impossible to make them 
as bright as good silver should 
be, frame very slight, shakes in 
turning. (In Mr. Pleasonton’s cor-
rected list this light is put down 
as eighteen 21 inch reflectors, 
while there are only fifteen.)…All 
inside of the dome of the lantern 
black, and wants paint badly. 
This light is notoriously bad; and 
the keeper thinks it worse than 
before the new reflectors were 
put up, in December, 1849. The 
shape of the reflectors doubtless 
has much to do with producing so 
bad a light as this certainly is….
Woodwork rough and not planed; 
badly put together. Floors loose 
in numerous places; wooden 
lintels and sills inside, pieces of 
pine timber jutting out from the 
walls in various places…No jour-
nal kept, makes quarterly returns. 
Consumed last year 423 gallons 
of oil (not enough to keep a good 
light).

This establishment is as clean 
as such a one could well be kept. 
Wants repairs about the base 
outside. No store rooms for spare 
glass, etc.; no oil cellar, tanks 
rusty, and not in good order; oil 
leaking about the floor [Appar-
ently this station was still using 
whale oil at this time—Ed.]…
Keeper never instructed in keep-
ing the light; thinks he knows his 
business well; is absent a good 
deal, and in his absence his fam-
ily attends upon the light; no cur-
tains for the lantern…tower not properly placed. It is of no use 
in crossing the bar; and to be useful as a sea-coast light, it 
ought to be on the pitch of the cape, some four miles nearer 
the Frying Pan Shoals, outside of which it ought to be seen, al-
though it is doubtful that it can be seen 10 miles under ordinary 
circumstances.

From the anchorage, a distance of from 2 ½ to 3 miles, the 
beacon-lights on Oak Island are more brilliant, although one is 
20 and the other only 30 feet high, with ten lamps each…This 
point (Cape Fear) ought to have the most powerful lens light 
that can be made, and the tower removed to the pitch of the 
cape and given an elevation of one hundred and fifty feet.”
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At this point of the report the inspector listed all the lights in 
the area, what they should be converted to (improved), and how 
much oil he estimated would be expended annually. He went on 
to report:

The Bald Head light is comparatively useless owing to its 
bad location and dimness. Had it been placed near the pitch 
of the Cape, elevated one hundred and fifty feet, and fitted 
with a 1st order lens apparatus, it would be seen beyond the 
dangerous Frying Pan shoals, distant twenty nautical miles, 
and at the same time serve as a leafing mark for the bar at the 
entrance of the harbor.

The inspector also inspected 
and reported on the nearby Prices 
Creek, New Inlet, and Oak Island 
Range Light stations. They all re-
ceived bad marks.

In 1854, with the establishment 
of the Frying Pan lightship station, 
the Bald Head light was extin-
guished. However, it was relighted 
the following year when a third-or-
der Fresnel lens was installed, which 
provided a fixed white light with a 
range of 16 miles. 

In 1860 the original lantern and 
third-order lens were shipped to the 
General Depot in New York for use 
at another location. Although the 
lens was saved for another use, it is 
doubtful the lantern would have been 
saved. The recently appointed Light-
house Board planned to replace all 
old-style lanterns. During the Civil 
War both New Inlet and Bald Head 
were extinguished by the South. In 
fact most of the Southern light tow-
ers were extinguished or remained off 
limits by one side or the other. The 
South did not want the blockade 
ships using them for navigation, and 
the North did not want the South us-
ing them for lookout towers.   

In 1866, although briefly lighted, 
the Bald Head Lighthouse was extin-
guished following the establishment 
of a lighthouse at New Inlet. Four 

years later the New Inlet Light Station became useless when the Army 
Corps of Engineers closed the inlet and Bald Head was relighted.

In 1880 the Bald Head Lighthouse was reestablished with the 
present lantern room, which is much smaller than the original. As 
the original entrance hatch is located near the wall of the tower, the 
new, smaller lantern, was located over the opening which offset it 
from the center of the tower. This allowed the keeper to enter the 
lantern without being exposed to the weather. 

In 1903 a 150-foot skeleton tower was constructed at the base of 
Bald Head Island at the southeastern most point on the island. Three 
dwellings were constructed for the keepers (an oil house was constructed 

Looking up from one landing to the next. Photo by A. Pasek.
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