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Mission: As the Nation's principal conservation agency, the Department of 
the Interior has responsibility for most of our nationally-owned public lands 
and natural and cultural resources. This includes fostering wise use of our 
land and water resources, protecting our fish and wildlife, preserving the 
environmental and cultural values of our national parks and historical places, 
and providing for the enjoyment of life through outdoor recreation. The 
Department also promotes the goals of the Take Pride in America campaign 
by encouraging stewardship and citizen responsibility for the public 
lands and promoting citizen participation in their care. The Department also 
has a major responsibility for American Indian reservation communities and 
for people who live in Island Territories under U.S. Administration. 

Sand Island Light has marked the entrance to Mobile Bay and the Mobile Ship Channel since 1873. 
The oldest light in Alabama, it is the third light to stand on this small island. Granite molding 
defines the polygon-shaped base. On the interior, an iron circular staircase leads to the watch room. 
Above the watch room, the glass lens room is topped with a conical copper roof. (Lacey 
Photography) 
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Guidelines for Evaluating and Documenting 
Historic Aids to Navigation 

James P. Delgado and Kevin J. Foster 

INTRODUCTION 

The National Register of Historic 
Places is an important tool for maritime 
preservation. Utilizing uniform Na­
tional Register criteria to evaluate sig­
nificance and integrity is an important 
first step in planning for the preserva­
tion of historic aids to navigation. List­
ing an aid to navigation in the National 
Register provides an incentive for pres­
ervation by recognizing it as being sig­
nificant and worthy of preservation. 
Listing also provides a measure of pro­
tection from the actions of the Federal 
government and can be a source of 
funding when monies are available. 

This bulletin is intended to help 
Federal Historic Preservation Officers, 
State Historic Preservation Officers, 
Certified Local Governments, maritime 
preservation professionals, and con­
cerned citizens nominate lighthouses 
and other historic aids to navigation to 
the National Register. General instruc­
tions for completing National Register 
nominations are in National Register 
Bulletin 16: Guidelines for Completing 
National Register of Historic Places Forms. 
Bulletin 16 and this one should be used 
in tandem when preparing a nomina­
tion for a historic aid to navigation. 

BACKGROUND 

The lighthouse is the most romantic 
symbol of the maritime past. Marking 
dangerous headlands, shoals, bars, and 
reefs, lighthouses have guided vessels 
safely on their voyages since antiquity. 
Often placed in rugged, remote locales, 
in shifting sand, on coral reefs, and on 
surf-washed rocks, lighthouses posed 
many engineering challenges in their 
construction. The technology of the 
light itself also presented a challenge; 
the importance of a constantly lit sig­
nal, visible for miles out to sea, at­
tracted the attention of many inventors. 

Lighthouses, daymarks, sound sig­
nals, and buoys all serve as aids to 
navigation. The earliest aid to naviga­
tion was probably a prominent natural 
landmark: a stand of trees or two 

The Goose Rocks Light Station marks the east entrance to the Fox Island thoroughfare between 
Vinalhaven and North Haven Islands in Maine. The caisson or sparkplug light, constructed in 1890, 
stands on a shallow rock ledge. Within its walls are the keeper's quarters and the storage facility. The 
light guides not only cargo ships but pleasure vessels as well. The two islands attracted many 
summer tourists with numerous hotels and cottages built to serve the growing resort communities. 
(Roger G. Reed) ' 1 



mountain peaks that aligned. But land­
marks could be confused with one 
another, so distinctive manmade mark­
ers called beacons were erected along 
the coastline to help warn off or guide 
mariners. Beacons were useful only 
during daylight hours. Light signals 
guided ships at night. Begun as bon­
fires on shore, they increased in com­
plexity and effectiveness to become 
towers built high above the surf. The 
need for aids to navigation boomed as 
maritime trade and commerce flour­
ished. In the 17th, 18th, and early 19th 
centuries the number of lighthouses 
rapidly increased. 

During the 17th and 18th centuries, 
numerous aids to navigation in North 
America included daybeacons, lanterns 
placed atop poles, and signal guns 
fired to guide ships into harbor. The 
first built lighthouse in the present 
United States was erected in 1715-1716 
with the construction of the Boston 
Light on tiny Beacon (now Little Brew­
ster) Island. First lit on September 14, 
1716, the Boston Light's "feeble flame," 
noted historian F. Ross Holland, "grad­
ually grew brighter, and in time illumi­
nated all the shores of the United 
States." Nine other Colonial lights 
were built between the 1740s and the 
1760s. With the establishment of the 
United States of America, as its ninth 
act after adopting the Constitution and 
the Bill of Rights, Congress assumed 
federal responsibility for the construc­
tion and operation of aids to naviga­
tion. This act, passed on August 7, 
1789, inaugurated more than 200 
years of federal commitment to safe 
navigation. 

Since the Lighthouse Act of 1789, 
more than 1,000 lighthouses have been 
built along with hundreds of fog sig­
nals and nearly 200 lightships. Con­
gress created a special Lighthouse 
Board in 1852 to manage this important 
service. The Board became the Bureau 
of Lighthouses in 1910. In 1939, the 
Bureau and its employees in the United 
States Lighthouse Service were amalga­
mated with other agencies with mari­
time responsibilities to become the 
United States Coast Guard. The Coast 
Guard has retained authority over the 
nation's aids to navigation since then. 
Tied uniquely to the maritime history 
of the United States, lighthouses not 
only served a functional role but also 
became part and parcel of American 
culture. George R. Putnam, the first 
head of the Bureau of Lighthouses, 
noted that "the lighthouse and light­
ship appeal to the interest and better 
instinct of man because they are sym-
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bolic of never-ceasing watchfulness, of 
steadfast endurance in every exposure, 
of widespread helpfulness. The build­
ing and the keeping of the lights is a 
picturesque and humanitarian work of 
the nation." 

Lighthouses and sound signals are 
now passing from the American scene. 
Technological changes in the 20th cen­
tury ultimately doomed manned light­
houses; the last keeper left his station 
in 1989, the Bicentennial year of Ameri­
ca's lighthouses. Some lighthouses 
now stand dark, while others now 
automated still function. Many lights 
are in nonfederal hands. The Coast 
Guard has control over some 500 active 
lights. Other federal agencies are re­
sponsible for approximately 150 inac­
tive light stations. 

The ravages of time and weather 
strongly affect aids to navigation which 
were intentionally built in exposed lo­
cations. The harsh marine environment 
washes away foundations, dissolves 
mortar, crumbles stone and brick, and 
corrodes metal. Lighthouses are a finite 
resource in danger of being lost. The is­
sue of lighthouse preservation is critical. 
This National Register Bulletin was pre -
pared to assist in determining where and 
what aids to navigation survive and as­
sessing their significance and integrity. 

TYPES OF HISTORIC 
AIDS TO NAVIGATION 

There are seven basic types of his­
toric aids to navigation that might be 
considered for nomination to the Na­
tional Register. 

Manned Lighthouses. These struc­
tures are lighthouses built with accom­
modations for keepers and intended to 
be regularly occupied and operated. 
Manned lighthouses may be a part of a 
district including the lighthouse, keep­
er's quarters, oil houses, cisterns, 
docks, etc. 

Unmanned Lighthouses. These are 
lights that did not require constant 
tending. They are generally small indi­
vidual light towers built to mark a 
channel or pierhead. 

Sound Signals. These are fog signals 
of all types. Fog signals were generally 
placed in conjunction with a light and 
usually form one component of a light 
station. Sound signals usually are in a 
separate structure on a station. A few 
stations were built solely as sound sig­
nals, some of which later received 
lights. 

Range Lights. These are pairs of 
lights, located some distance apart, 

which are visually aligned by the mari­
ner to delineate a channel or harbor 
entrance. 

Day marks. These are conspicuous 
marks, formerly known as beacons, 
that are used as a visual guide to mari­
ners during daylight hours. While 
painted rocks and prominent land­
marks have served as daymarks, the 
most common form is the numbered 
board of distinctive shape and color 
used to delineate channel boundaries. 
The shape and markings of the towers 
of lighthouses served as daymarks. The 
Cape Hatteras Light tower, for exam­
ple, was painted with a black and 
white spiral pattern. 

Lightships. These are floating light 
stations moored offshore or in locales 
where a lighthouse cannot be built or 
reach with its light. Lightships are his­
toric vessels and should be evaluated in 
accordance with National Register Bul­
letin 20, Nominating Historic Vessels and 
Shipwrecks to the National Register of His­
toric Places. This bulletin (Number 34) 
should also be consulted when assess­
ing these vessels as aids to navigation. 

Buoys. These are moored floating 
objects of various shapes that serve as 
daymarks. Some buoys are lighted or 
support sound signals. Individual 
buoys are easily portable objects and as 
such are not generally eligible for Na­
tional Register listing. 

Pieces of equipment from an aid to 
navigation, detached and displayed 
apart from their natural setting at a 
light station, are not considered eligible 
for listing in the National Register. 

RESEARCH, FIELD 
WORK, AND 
DOCUMENTATION 

Research 

Aids to navigation have been de­
scribed in a variety of ways. Reports 
describing aids to navigation empha­
size features of interest to different 
audiences. For example, navigators 
only needed to know the description 
and position of a lighthouse. Account­
ants needed physical descriptions of all 
property at a light station. Engineers 
needed technical data. In evaluating 
the significance of aids to navigation, 
all of these various sources may be 
useful. 

The National Park Service, in cooper­
ation with the U.S. Coast Guard, light­
house historians, preservationists, 
groups, and owners, is compiling a 
computerized inventory of all known, 



extant historic lighthouses and aids to 
navigation in the United States and its 
territories: Preliminary Inventory of His­
toric Aids to Navigation in the United 
States. The various characteristics, in­
cluding location, type, foundation, 
materials, date of establishment, date 
of construction for the extant aid, type 
and number of structures at a station, 
height, focal plane, and type of optic 
and sound signal, for example, are 
listed in the inventory. The inventory is 
constantly revised and annually re­
leased as a photocopied publication. 

Detailed files on most lighthouses are 
available at the historian's office of the 
U.S. Coast Guard at its Washington, 
D.C., headquarters. A national over­
view describing 418 of an estimated 
1,200 lights is available in America's 
Lighthouses: An Illustrated History by 
Francis Ross Holland. Several regional 
lighthouse histories and guides have 
been published. Lighthouses and other 
aids to navigation may also have been 
surveyed by the State Historic Preserva­
tion Office or locally. The State Historic 
Preservation Officer should be con­
sulted to determine if the State has 
information which will assist in the 
evaluation of the aid to navigation. 
Information may also be available from 
local and regional maritime and light­
house museums, the Office of the U.S. 
Coast Guard Historian and the aids to 
navigation branch of the U.S. Coast 
Guard at their Washington, D.C., 
headquarters, Coast Guard district 
offices, the Maritime Department of the 
National Trust for Historic Preserva­
tion, and national organizations such 
as the United States Lighthouse Soci­
ety, the Lighthouse Preservation Soci­
ety, and the Great Lakes Light Keepers 
Association, as well as other maritime 
historical and/or preservation organiza­
tions and professionals. One or more 
of these organizations or individuals 
may have already researched the career 
of a lighthouse or evaluated its signifi­
cance. A listing, including address and 
telephone number, of these and other 
such groups and individuals is availa­
ble from the Maritime Preservation 
Department of the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation in Washington, 
D.C. 

The characteristics of a light or sound 
signal were published by the Federal 
government from 1838 to 1851 as a List 
of Lighthouses, Beacons, and Floating 
Lights of the United States. In 1852 the 
Lighthouse Board began publication of 
a Light List, which through the years 
has grown and improved. The current 
edition of the Light List is a five-volume 

Makapuu Point Light in Waimanolo, Hawaii, was built in 1909 as a result of the grounding of the 
large Trans-Pacific ocean liner, MANCHURIA. The light oversees all commerce bound for Honolulu 
from the West coast of North America. The lighthouse has a cylindrical concrete tower with a conical 
copper roof and rectangular-shaped storm panes. Lighting equipment consists of a large hyper-radiant 
fixed lens; it is the only one of its type in Hawaii. Makapuu means "bulging eye" in Hawaiian, 
which describes its oversized lens perfectly. 0ames P. Delgado, National Park Service) 


