
Lighthouse 
Losing Fight 
With Sea 
Wind And \Vaves Of The 

Atlantic Have Battled 
Against Cape Hatteras 
For Over Century 

Tower, Oldest And Tallest 
Of Its Kind In This 
Couritry, Gradually Is 
Admitting Defeat 

By BISSELL BROOKE 

FOR one hundred and thirty-four 

1 years wind and waves have 
waged a vigorous battle to lay low the 
Cape Hatteras lighthouse, oldest and 
tallest light in the United States. One 
hundred and ninety-three feet high, 
the spiral brick tower marks Diamond 
Shoals, a group of submerged sand 
banks off the coast of North Caro­
lina, which in the days of sailing ves­
sels were among the most dangerous 
a1ong the Atlantic seaboard. 

The shoals were a constant menace 
to sailing craft beating up the coast, 
for they extended nearly ten miles to 
seaward. This made it difficult even 
for some experienced seamen to de­
termine their boundaries and to keep 
at a safe distance from the low-lying 
banks of quicksand. 

STILL DANGEROUS 
Currents and unfavorable windJ 

frequently drove ships into the shal­
low water and the spot still is dan­
gerous during storms. Nowadays a 
lightship is stationed at their sea­
ward extremities. 

In the days when piracy flourished 
along the Atlantic Coast the !heals 
were used to lure passing ships. Wise 
to the treacheries of the shoals, the 
outlaws of the sea seldom braved 
them. Instead, they worked from land. 
Then there was a long and fairly wide 
beach that has been blown away 
gradually except for the small prom­
ontory upon which the lighthouse now 
stands. 

"""'!-""L:;.,IGHTED LANTERNS 
To attract the attention of the

1

-,;""·e .. s---L 
the pirates fastened lighted lanterns 1 

around the head and neck of a horse 
that they took to the water·s edge at 
night. Seeing the lights, a captain was 
often fooled and steered his craft into 
the shoals, where he and his crew 
were murdered and the ship plun­
dered. Because of the quicksand the' 
pirates frequently had time enough 
only to collect their loot and the 
person! aboard were dragged down 
and swallowed up with the ship. This 
section soon earned itself the title of 
"Graveyard of the Atlantic." 

During storms the land was often 
obliterated, for the low shores of the 
eape were scarcely more than a sand 
spit separated from the mainland by 
the wide expanse of Pamlico Sound. 
The numerous wrecks of sailing ves­
sels upon these shoals and their use 
as hunting grounds by the pirates 
finally were brought before Congress, 
which, in 1797, appropriated funds for 
the erection of a lighthouse. 

SANDSTONE TOWER 
The next year a sandstone tower, 

112 feet high, was completed and 
lighted. The light was visible for only 
11. few miles beyond the reaches of 
the shoals, but compared with present­
day standards it was poor. 

Like the ships that found their 
graveyards at its front door, the new 
lighthouse seemed to be hoodooed. It 
had been standing but a few years 
when iti foundations were threatened 
with being undermined not by the 
sea but by the high winds. 

The lighthouse somehow continued 
to withstand the elements, and in 1854 
fresnel lem were installed, which in­
creased the candlepower considerably. 
Their use came to an abrupt end with 
the Civil War, when the lens and Ian­
tern were destroyed. 

BACK IN SERVICE 
By 1863 the light was back in service 

with new illuminating apparatus. 
Each storm threatened to undermine 
the foundations. Realizing this, along 
with the fact that its lack of height 
restricted its usefulness, Congress in 
1867 made an appropriation for the 
rebuilding of the tower on a more 
substantial foundation and to a. greater 
height. 

The site selected was 600 feet to the 
northward of the old building, and, at 
that time, more than a mile in shore 
from the high-water mark. 

Considerable thought was given to 
the foundation. A grillage of yellow 
pine timber laid six feet below the wa­
ter line was chosen. Upon this was laid 
a massive octagonal foundation of 
granite. Above ground the tower was 
constructed of brick, granite and iron. 
During 1869 the work progressed 
rapidly, and by June of 1870 the last 
of the brickwork was being com­
pleted. 

CE HIGHEST IN WORLD 
In Dec oer, 1870, the~ and 

white tower showed its light for the 
first time, making Cape Hatteras light 
the highest brick lighthouse in the 
world; today it remains the highest 
in the United States. The old tower 
was blown up and totally destroyed 
the next year. 

With the completion of the tower 
theTe had begun a very gradual en-· 

\

croachment o~a upon me oeacu. 
This did not become serio~ until 1~19, 
when the high water lm had ad­
vanced to about three hundred feet 
from the base of the. tower. In the 
years since the surf has gnawed 
steadily toward the base and now the 
two are only a hundred feet apart. 

TRYING TO STOP EROSION 
Several attempts have been made to 

arrest the erosion. Dikes and break­
waters have been of no avail, and the 
most successful remedy has been sheet­
steel piling, driven into the sand to 
form groins at right angles to the 
water line. While these help to retard 
the washing away of the sand, old­
timers claim it would take only one 
unusually hard offshore gale to under­

mine the tower. 
While the passing of America's fore-

most lighthouse will be la.mented by 
seamen, particularly Captain Jenn_ette, 
its keeper, the United States Light­
house Service will benefit. In a re­
cent announcement it explained that 
since the establishment of a first­
class lightship with radio beacon off 
the extremity of Diamond Shoals, 
about thirteen miles seaward of the 
lighthouse, the latter has became rela­

tively less important. 
Its principal function now is to 

cover the shoals for vessels which may 
' tave accidentally run into danger 

oo far in shore to be warned b) the 
ightship. Furthermore, when the 
eteraR sentinel does fall before the 
d"'ance of the Atladtic, it will be 
·eplaced by other equipment less ex-
1ensive to construct and maintain. 





CAPE HATTERAS 

Drawings Diet 5 File f #5 -4R 
Lithograph sketch of Old Cape Hatteras I 5-4H-133 
Correspondence relating to the history of 
8ape Hatteras File f 1017-E 1935 Series 
dated April 7, 1936 

Regardi~ Lithograph Prints See File # 1017-E 
1935 Series dated March 25, 1937 

Drawings of Cape Hatteras Lighthouse and the 
Specifications in book form. Dated 1869 on 
shelf with Lighthouse Drawings. 
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