
         



 



 
 



from lard oil to mineral oil. The mule and horse-drawn carts Quickly chewed into the
roadway, as they annually carried everything from food and water, to 200,000 pounds
of coal and 760 gallons of refined lard oil. Later, trucks faced the same impassable
conditions. Roads of wooden planks were constructed to control the deep mud and
fences were erected to help curb shifting sands.

By the tum of the centurY,frequent tourists and guests visited the light station and
helped considerably to enliven the days of the keepers. Gradually the telegraph, tele­
phone, radio, automobile and electricity (brought to the station in 1939) improved
the quality of keepers' lives and allowed them closer contact with society.

Despite the presence of a light on Point Reyes and some heroic keepers to man it,
ships continued to run aground and lives were lost. There were nearly forty shipwrecks
during the first 65 years of the lighthouse's operation. The first shipwreck occurred
just three years after the fog signal was installed.

But for the time, all had been done that could be done to prevent accidents. The
government then began systematically trying to save the lives of those who managed
to survive the persistent wrecks. The lifesaving Service, created in 1860, built a life­
saving station on Point Reyes Beach in 1888. A flagpole flew coded flags to distressed
ships, and a bell in the front yard warned vessels in foggy weather. Personnel walked
the Great Beach to the north and south in four·hour shifts, and the station's crew
held dangerous weekly drills in rescue boats. The chaotic Point Reyes surf even made
victims of the rescuers. Four members of those lifesaving teams have their graves in
a stand of eucalyptus trees near Point Reyes Beach where they died.

Operations of the Lifesaving Service eventually shifted to the relative calm of
Drakes Bay. where it built an auxiliary boathouse in 1912. After the Coast Guard
lOok over the duties of the Service in 1915, a better station was built north of Chimney
Rock, and in 1927 the Point Reyes Beach site was abandoned. By the end of World
War II, advances in technology - improving both navigation and rescue - had
made such lifesaving stations obsolete, and no more crews plunged into the wild surf.

At the Iighlhouse, wicks and lard gave way to incandescent oil vapor about 1877, and
to electricity in 1939. Eventually a I,OOO-walt light produced a one million-candlepower
beam, visible up to 24 nautical miles, and a small eleclric motor was used to rotate the

: lens apparatus instead of the original clockwork mechanism. In 194~ a radio beacon
• was installed, and in 1975 the lens itself was rei ired in favor of the automated Iigh! on

the roof of rhe building below the first site. However, the original lens and its rotation
mechanism are still in operating order. Combined with a Coleman·type lantern, they
can be used in the unlikely case that both commercial power and the emergency
generator fail.

The fog signal, too, has seen change. In 1915 the steam-driven signals were replaced
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