| \GHTHOUSES OF MASSACHUSETTS
THEMATIC GROUP NOMINATION

LIGHTHOUSE INFORMATION FORM NUMBER 32

MASSACHUSETTS HISTORICAL COMMISSION
80 Boylston Street, Boston, MA 02116

See National Register form listed 3/26/80

PHOTOGRAPH KEY HISTORIC NAME: Palmer Island Light Station

ToWN: New Bedford

LOCATION: New Bedford Harbor

COUNTY: Bristol CODE: 005

CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT:

LOCATION OF LEGAL DESCRIPTION:

Refer to National Register nomination.

VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION:

SKETCH MAP ' LAT./LONG.: _N/A

UTM COORDINATE: 19/340/800/4609/800

USGS QUADRANGLE :Prov.,RI.,Mass., Conn.

SCALE: 1:250,000

ACREAGE :

OWNER(S):

STATUS:

RECORDED BY: J. Wilson/R. Batt /Anne Tait

ORGANIZATION: Army Corps of Engineers

DATE: 1979 /1986




Lighthouse #32
Page 1

AL TRIATICER O
UIGHTHOUSES U

THEM%&SGﬁﬁﬁ;§MHH4h.’
Palmer Island Light Station, New Bedford

Historical Description: Built between June 9 and September 22, 1849 by
Tharles M. Pierce, Masonry, under contract to the Super intendent of Lights, at
a cost of $1951. Though original specified to be octagonal, the tower appears
to have always been circular in plan, as it 1is today. Pertinent dimensions
are as follows: (U.S. Coast Guard RG-26(a)).

Foundation - 3 ft. high rubble masonry

Tower - Rubble masonry 24 ft high with 18 ft. 4 inch diameter and 3 ft.
thick walls at base, and 10 ft. diameter and 18 inch thick walls
at top (Exhs. A-D). '

Floor - Brick

Stairs - Three flights of wooden stairs spiraling the inner face of the
wall, and an upper flight of iron steps.

Entry - Two 6 ft. 10 in. X 3 ft. doors.

Windows - Three 19 in. X 21 1/2 din. windows of twelve 8 in. X 6 in. lights
(Exhs. A-D).

Lantern - Deck - 10 ft. diameter, of copper sheathed wood with iron

railing, and tower access via scuffle.

Lantern - Specified as octagonal, iron with 6 plate glass lights
of 24 in. X 15 in. on each face; 4 ft. X 2 ft. copper sheathed
door in ventilator in dome top 15 in. high X 12 in. diameter with
2 ft. X 1 ft. copper sheathed vane above. The light may have
been fueled by whale o1l produced at this time, and was probab 1y
of the fixed white form noted in 1889.

Note - The 9 sided Tantern now present (1979) may be original.
Lightning Rod - On tower exterior, from ledge to 1 ft. above vane

on lantern.

A keeper's dwelling was built, and other buildings constructed on the island
in later years. Their history and present condition are assessed in the
attached Archaeological Reconnaissance Report. Var ious alterations were made
to the structure during its use (U.S. Coast Guard RG 26(b)).

1857: The lenses of the 1ight were replaced.

1863: A new "lantern" was installed. This may refer to either a new
lamp in the structure, or replacement of the supposed octagonal
lantern described above, with the 9 sided one now on the
structure (Exhs. A-D). As noted above, the lantern may have not
been built in octagonal form as described in the original
construction specifications. By 1931, the lantern had a single
large pane of glass in each face, measuring 36 in. X 28 in. X 1/4
in., rather than the small panes of mid 19th century form. The
ventilator was in the parapet. Lantern door has dimensions of 6
ft. 8 in. X 2 ft. 8 in. located on tower's N side.

1883: The iron hand rail on the dike to the tower was renewed (Exhs.
A-D). If the island's form on Deer's map 1871 is accurate (see
Archaeological Reconnaissance, attached) this dike may not have
been built until after 1871.

By 1889: The light is a fixed white type.

5/31/1900: A fog bell was installed in a frame pyramidal tower adjoining the
island end of the dike (Exh. A). New stairs and deck were built.

1902: A frame covered way was built on the dike (Exh. B). The 1900
bell tower was apparently destroyed by storms or removed at about
this time.
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By 1929:(New A frame bell tower on a concrete platform was attached to the

Bedford Stan lighthouse side opposite the dike. Access was provided by a

card Times) small door and two rung ladder in the Tlighthouse (Exhs. C & D).
The bell was mechanically rung at 10 second intervals and hung in
an upper window of the tower. It was 3 ft. 4 in, diameter X 2
ft. 6 in. high, weighed 1160 Tbs. and was made by Henry McShane
in 1901. tHough a vestibule remained, the covered way on the
dike was gone by this time (Exh. C). A revolving red light may
have replaced the fixed white one by this time, to be replaced by
a fixed green one during the tenure of Captain Arthur Small.

By 1931: The following additional features are noted as existing by this
time (1.S. Coast Guard RG-26(c)).
In Lantern: A fixed 1ight with green shade (replacing the
revolving one noted ahove), of 870 candle power operated off a
kerosene mantle of 1-1/4 in. diameter. The drum had 4 panels of
5 elements each with 5 upper and 3 lower prisms in each panel,
all mounted on an iron pedestal. Focal plane was at 35.66 ft.
m.s.1. and the 1ight was classified as 5th order.
Tower: Contains a closet with shelves, for spare Tamp parts.
Tower is whitewashed.

1941: The lighthouse was automated to operate from Butler's Flat
Lighthouse.

1962 : Purchased by U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.

1966: Vandals set fire to the building, gutting the interior. The bell
tower may have been destroyed on this date or some time after -
1939.

Present Condition:

Tower - Intact in 1849 form with pre 1929 concrete base at hell tower
(Exhs. E-K).

Stairs - Charred ends of supports are present in notches within the
interior masonry (Exh. F).

Floor - %anﬂ cggered, concrete post in center probably stair support 1900
Exh. .

Entry - Doors missing, evidence at door frame and roof of former covered

way are visible around doorway. (Exh. E). Entry to bell tower
site remains, with rungs (Exhs. G, I, and J)s

Windows - Lower window, on S side is bricked closed (Exh. H). No window
frames remain (Exh. F).
Lantern - Iron frame remains, slightly displaced; roofing and ventilator

gone (Exhs. E, F, I, and K). Floor of tower is littered with 3/8
in. thick broken glass, probably from lantern windows; doorway is
bricked shut (Exh I); platform gone, railing has s1id down tower

sides (Exhs. E, H, I and K).

Dike - Made of rubble stone with quarried block upper course, island end
washed away ( Exhs. E, I and K). Bases of iron railing visible,
railing fragments remain in water in water to either side of the
dike.

Statement of Significance

The significance of Palmer Island LIght 1ies in two factors, its historic
association and its architecture.
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At the time of the light's construction, New Bedford was the major home port
of the world's whaling fleet, supplying nearly 50% of the American ofl
supply. This prosperity was probably a major jmpetus for the Tighthouse
construction.

The whaling industry collapsed during the second half of the century, but
considerable commercial and fishing traffic continued to operate out of the
harbor through out the Tate 19th and 20th century. The Tight was kept during
nor nearly 100 years, through several major storms, including a gale which
damaged the plank walk from the keeper's house to the tower on September S5
1869, and the 1938 hurricane which destroyed the keeeper's house. The keeper,
Captain Arthur A. Small, was injured and his wife was drowned while attempting
to reach the light.

An 1851 representation of the lighthouse is a prominent feature of the seal of
the City of New Bedford (Fig. 3 of attached Archaeological Report).

The remaining features of the 1lighthouse areée primarily those which date from
its original construction in 1849, as the 1966 fire destroyed the wooden
additions and modifications of the Tate 19th and early 20th century.

The tower, itself, has only been modified by the bricking of one window and
the parapet door and cutting of the early 20th century bell tower door.
Remains of the latter feature also include the concrete platform which
supported it.

The iron lantern frame and parapet railing appear to date from at least 1863,
and possibly from 1849.

The dike, though damaged, is substantially as built in the 19th century, with
most of the railings remaining in broken condition nearby.

The hurricane damaged and fire gutted condition of the structure, though
destroying mich evidence of the 20th century interior and Tight mechanism,
provides potential from restoration of the structure to any of the earlier
periods of operation. As records of the structure appear to be fairly
complete, a fairly accurate reconstruction to 19th century condition may be
possibie. The City of New Bedford has expressed strong interest in acquiring
the property with the intention of performing such a restoration as a major
component of a proposed park on Palmer's Island.

As one of the few early 19th century lighthouses remaining in the United
States, this structure is representative of its type. Its present overall
appearance suggests the 1849 form, due to loss of later additions. Further,
the Tighthouse has jmportant historical associations as an important Tocal
feature of the local "made" landscape, reflected by its appearance on the city
seal and in numerous photo essays in local newspapers. Because of these
factors, Palmer's Island Light appears eligible for inclusion in the National
Register of Historic Places. The potential restoration of the structure to
operating condition would provide the modern visitor with a highly visible
Tink to New Bedford's maritime past.
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L APPEARANCE

Built between g June and 22 September, 1849 by Charles

under contract to the Superintendent of Lights,
originally Specified to be ocbagonal, the tower appears t
pcular in plan, as it is today. Pertinent dimensions are
ard RG-26(al) -

cription:

Foundation: 3 ft. high prubble masonry
Tower: Rubble masonry of, £t. high with 18 ft. 4 inch diameter and 3 ft.
i - - - -
thick walls at base; and 10 ft. diameter and 18 inch thick walls
at top mﬂﬁ.k$). : -
Floor: Brick ’
Stairs: Three flights of wooden stairs spiraling the inner face of the wall,
and an upper flight of iron steps. ' :
Entry: Two 6 ft. 10 in. x 3 ft. doors
Windows: Three 19 in. X 21 1/2 in. windows of twelve 8 jn. x 6 in. 1ights
(Exhs. A-D).
Lantern: Deck = 10 ft. diameter, of copper sheathed wood with iron railing,
Lair=

bt -
and tower access via scuffie.

Lantern = Specified aS octagonal, iron-with-é plate glass lights of
5% in. x 15 in. oo each facej 4 fr. x 2 £t copper sheathed door in

gentilator in dome top 15 in. high x 12 in. diameter with 2 ft.
x 1 ft. copper sheathed vane above. 1he 1light may have been
fueled by whale oil produced at this time, and was probably of
the fixed white form noted in 1889. -

Note: The 9 sided lantern now present (1979) may pbe original.

Lightning Rod: On tower exterior,'from'lédgg'td 1 ft.

vane on lantern.

above

A keeper's dwelling wWas puilt, and other puildings constructed on the jgland in

later years-

Archaeological Reconnaissance Report.
structure during its use

Their history and present condition are asseased in the attached
Various alterations were made ©O the
(U.S. Coast Guard RG 26(b)) .

1857: The lenses of the light were replaced.

1863: A new nlantern' wWas installed. This may refer to either
a new lamp in the structure, or replacement of the
supposed octagonal lantern described above, with the 9

sided one now on the structure {Exhs. A-D). @s noted

at a cost of e 4
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1883:

By 1889:

May 31, 1900:

1902:

By 1929:
(New
Bedford
Standard
Times)

By 1931:

above, the lantern may have not been built in octagonal form
as described in the original construction specifications. By
1931, the lantern had a single large pane of glass in each
face, measuring 36 in. X 28 in. x 1/4 i..., rather than the
small panes of mid 19th century form. The ventilator was in
the parapet. Lantern door has dimensions of 6 ft. 8 in. X

2 ft. 8 in. located on tower's N side.

The iron hand rail on the dike to the tower was renewed (Exhs.
A-D). If the island"s form on Beer's map 1871 is accurate
(see Archaeological Reconnaissance, attached) this dike may
not have been built until after 1871,

The light is a fixed white type.

A fog bell was installed in a frame pyramidal tower adjoining
the island end of the dike (Exh. A)}. New stairs and deck
were built.

A frame covered way was built on the dike (Exh. B). The 1900
bell tower was apparently destroyed by storms or removed at
about this time.

A frame bell tower on a concrete platform was attached to the
iighthouse side opposite the dike. Access was provided by a
small door and two rung ladder in the lighthouse (Exhs. C & D).
The bell was mechanically rung at 10 second intervals and hung
in an upper window of the tower. It was 3 ft. 4 in. diameter
x 2 ft. 6 in. high, weighed 1260 1bs. and was made by Henry
McShane in 1901. Though a vestibule remained, the covered

way on the dike was gone by this time (Exh. C). A revolving
red light may have replaced the fixed white one by this time,
to be replaced by a fixed green one during the tenure of
Captain Arthur Small.

The following additional features are noted as existing by
this time (U.S. Coast Guard RG-26(c)).
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1941:

1962:

1966:

Present Condition:

Tower:

Stairs:

Floor:

Entry:

Windows:

In Lantern: A fixed light with green shade (replacing the

revolving one noted above), of 870 candle power operated off
a kerosene mantle of 1-1/4 in. diameter. The drum had 4
panels of 5 elements cach with 5 upper and 3 lower prisms in
each panel, all mounted on an iron pedestal. Focal plane was
at 35.66 ft. m.s.l. and the light was classified as 5th order.

Tower: Contains a closet with shelves, for spare lamp parts.
Tower is whitewashed.

The lighthouse was automated to operate IroT otlgrt's Flat
Lighthouse.

Purchased by U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.

Vandals set fire to the building, gutting the interior. The
bell tower may have been destroyed on this date or some time
after 1939.

Intact in 1849 form with pre 1929 concrete base at bell tower
{Exhs. E-K).

Charred ends of supports. are present in notches within the
interior masonry (Exh. F).

Sand covered, concrete post in center probably stair support
1900 (Exh. G).

Doors missing, evidence at door frame and roof of former
covered way are visible around doorway. (Exh. E).

Entry to bell tower site remains, with rungs (Exhs. G, I,
& J)..

Lower window, on S side is bricked closecd (Exh. H). No
window frames remain (Exh. F).
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Lantern: Iron frame remains, slightly displaced; roofing and ventilator

gone (Exhs. E, F, I, & K). Floor of tower js littered with 3/8
in. thick broken glass, probably from jantern windows; doorway
is bricked shut (Exh. I); platform gone, _ailing has slid down
tower sides (Exhs. E, H, I & K).

Dike: Made of rubble stone with quarried block upper course, island
end washed away (Exhs. E, I & K). Bases of iron railing
visible, railing fragments remain in water to either side of
the dike.
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SPECIFIC DATES Built: 1849 BUILDER/ARCHITECT Charles M. Pierce

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The significance of Palmer Island Light lies in two factors,

tion and its architecture.

At the time of the light's construction,

its historic associa=-

New Bedford was the major home port of

the world's whaling fleet, supplying nearly 50% of the American oil supply. This
prosperity was probably a major impetus for the lighthouse construction.

The whaling industry collapsed during the second half of the century, but con-
siderable commercial and fishing traffic continued to operate out of the harbor

throughout the late 19th and 20th century.
100 years, through several major storms,
walk from the keeper's house to the tower on
hurricane which destroyed the keeper's house. The keeper, Captain

The light was kept burning for nearly
including a gale which damaged the plank
September 8, 1869, and the 1938

Arthur A. Small,

was injured and his wife was drowned while attempting to reach the light.

An 1851 representation of the lighthouse is a prominent feature of the seal of the
City of New Bedford (Fig. 3 of attached Archaeological Report) .

The remaining features of the lighthouse are primarily those which date from its

original construction in 1849,

and modifications of the late 19th and early 20th century.

as the 1966 fire destroyed the wooden additions

The tower, itself, has only been modified by the bricking of one window and the

-parapet door and cutting of the early 20th ce
of the latter feature also include the concre

The iron lantern frame and parapet railing appear to date

and possibly from 1849.

ntury bell tower door.
te platform which supported it.

Remains

from at least 1863,

The dike, though damaged, 1s substantially as built in the 19th century, with
most of the railings remaining in broken condition nearby.

The hurricane damaged and fire gutted con

dition of the structure, though

destroying much evidence of the 20th century interior and light mechanism,

provides potential for restoration o

f the structure to any of the earlier
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periods of operation. As records of the structure appear to be fairly complete,
a fairly accurate reconstruction to 19th century condition may be possible.
The City of New Bedford has expressed strong interest in acquiring the property
with the intention of performing such a restoration as a major component of a .
proposed park on Palmer's Island.

e Y "‘.'f’f”%'
As one of the(iig/ arly 19th century lighthouses remaining in the United States,
this structure 1% representative of its type. 1Its present overall appearance
suggests the 1849 form, due to loss of.later additions. Further, the lighthouse
has important historical associations.as an important local feature of the local
"made" landscape, reflected by its appearance on the city seal and in numerous
photo essays in local newspapers. Because of these factors, Palmer's Island
Light appears eligible for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places.
The potential restoration of the structure to operating condition would provide the
modern visitor with a highly visible link to New Bedford's maritime past.
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Exhibit

EXHIBITS

Circa 1900 postcard showing lighthouse, bell tower
and keeper's dwelling. View to NNW.

Circa 1902 postcard showing lighthouse with cover
way. View to NNW.

Circa 1930 photograph showing lighthouse and bell
tower. View to NNW.

Circa 1929 photograph showing 1ighthouse with bell
tower and buildings on island. View to SW.

Palmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - James McDevitt, 12 Jun 79
View to west of lighthouse.

Palmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - James McDevitt, 12 Jun 79
View upward of lighthouse interior.

Palmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - Robert Batt, 12 -Jun 79
View of lighthouse interior from east doorway.

Palmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - Robert Batt, 12 Jun 79
View of lighthouse interior from south window.

Palmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - James McDevitt, 12 Jun 79
View to SSW

Palmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - James McDevitt, 12 Jun 79
Interior view of bell tower hatchway.

- pPalmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.

Photog. - James McDevitt, 12 Jun T9
View to north of lighthouse and dike.

U.S.G.S. Quad. Sheet, 64 Sec.,
New Bedford North, MA.

U.S. Army, Corps of Engineers Real Estate Map,
entitled "New Bedford - Fairhaven Barrier,"
dated Apr 63.
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2022 Palmers Island, New Bedlord Harbor.
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Circa 1900 postcard showing lighthouse, bell tower

and keeper's dwelling. View to NNW.
Exhibit A

R e B .
. 1

: 22376 — Palmer Jsiand Light House. JNew Bedford. Mass.

with cover

Circa 1902 postcard showing lighthouse
way. View to NNW
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Xnibit B
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Circa 1930 photograph showing lighthouse and bell
tower. View to NNW

Exhibit C
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In 1929, this photo was labeled “an unusual view of
Palmers island in the foreground, with mills of New Bedford
behind, suken from a Martha’s Vineyard Bound steamer.”

Cira 1929 photograph showing lighthouse with bell
tower and buildings on island.. View to SW

Exhibit D
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Palmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - Robert Batt, 12 Jun 79 View
of lighthouse interior from east doorway.

Exhibit G

Palmer's Island‘Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - Robert Batt, 12 Jun 79 View
of lighthouse interior from south window.

Exhibit H



e - MSS 03 MBTA
6L unp 2T ‘43TASQOR sower - ‘Hojoud
‘§ ‘paogpeg MON ‘3UBTT PUBTSI S,deured

R )
) x?

e ot - RNl i g TS 48
. SR Wte T o -
w i ey ] -V ¢ ¢




~ A R - .

* kil Y

& B i W
woew s

: s

-
-n !

AN
2‘“‘\"-."
L aYea ™

ot
it .ig :
vo wo ol

-
o »
——

A
J‘Z—:} 5
7 om

Shes <

° e
= ¥
= ° §

y "
~Ov @ ¢
T~ 3 22
AN -
o.g o I3
e 59 4
T o
() < 34
m N {
—~ S
cd 0]

v o~z

Z L 0
Rl I

P

P>~ HM

e B

A OV o

—H O L0 g

- = T

= o
T 0
Sg.
S8
n Y ’
~ > M

i N
n S
- .O
S 00 et
O Q
B o O
—~ 0
© O oo

) oA ]
o

B : ; ! g 3 e b2 ¥ 5. ‘ : \ e : | 2 R et e i
re'd s gt 7 W g o3 48 3 Sl 1 2 o A & RS- 8. : . b
S i MW E s IV TR bl 5 ,



e P R O AT T AT B TR 00 RS R e I . v . . . e e ot e L S LS o ot et

Palmer's Island Light, New Bedford, MA.
Photog. - James McDevitt, 12 Jun 79
View to north of lighthouse and dike
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