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Lighthouse Loop Tour

Best Time of Year:
Year-round

Time Frame:
2 hours

Hours Open:
Daylight Hours

Cost:  Free

Bring:
Dress in layers for changing
weather, including rain & wind,
binoculars, camera,leashed dogs
are welcome on the trails.

Directions:
From the stoplight in Ilwaco, head
west on North Head Road and
follow the signs.

For More Information:

Fort Canby State Park
P.O. Box 488

Ilwaco, WA  98624
(360) 642-3078

TDD (360) 753-2036

Long Beach Peninsula Visitors Bureau
1-800-451-2542  or funbeach.com

     Before there were lighthouses on the Peninsula, ships bound for Portland and Astoria navigated their way
through the high waves and shifting sandbars, focusing on fluttering white flags and notched trees along the
shoreline by day and flickering signal fires by night.  These methods were crude at best, and despite heroic
efforts, the sea offshore the Long Beach Peninsula became known as “The Graveyard of the Pacific”.
     The lighthouses of the Peninsula, favorite visitor stops both winter and summer, are two of 750 guarding
the shores of the United States.   Completed in 1856, the Cape Disappointment Lighthouse guides sailors
into the mouth of the Columbia River.  The century-old  North Head Lighthouse, completed in 1898, guides
mariners approaching from the north.
     The Peninsula’s first lighthouse,  Cape Disappointment, had a bumpy beginning.  As early as 1848, a
government survey had recommended a lighthouse due to the great number of shipwrecks.  Lighthouse
construction materials were underway in 1853, stashed in the hull of the ship Oriole when it sank two miles
off shore.  While a few items were salvaged, the bulk of the shipment was lost.
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Lighthouse Loop Tour
- continued -

     Problems continued to plague the project, including the discovery that
a lantern for the lighthouse had never been ordered.  A first order Fresnel
(pronounced ‘fray-nel’) lens, invented at the turn of the 19th century by
Augustin Jean Fresnel and ground and constructed in Paris in 1841, was
shipped from its first home at the Navesink Lighthouse in New Jersey.
The lens, using 18 wicks, burned five gallons of kerosene each night and
produced a light that could be seen 20 miles out to sea.  Purchased for
approximately $4,500, it would cost $6 million to create today.
     In dense fog, the lighthouse originally rang out the deep, resonant
tones of a 1,600 pound bronze bell as warning.  It was later learned
that the configuration of Cape Disappointment was such that there
were “dead spots” where the bell could not be heard and use of the bell
was discontinued.  The 53-foot masonry lighthouse was completed in
1856.
     A smaller fourth order Fresnel lens replaced the first order lens in
1937.  Rotated with electricity, the smaller lens generated a more
powerful light and alternately flashed a one-second bright white light
every 6.5 and 21.5 seconds.  This rotation is a unique characteristic that
identifies the lighthouse to passing ships.  A revolving Crouse-Hinds
searchlight replaced the Fresnel lens in 1950 and, in 1998, the present
marine rotating beacon light was installed.  The existing light can be
seen 17 miles out to sea.  The original, first-order Fresnel lens is on
display at the nearby Lewis and Clark Interpretive Center.
     Both lighthouses were taken under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Coast
Guard in 1939.  In the early 1990’s the Cape Disappointmet light
underwent a major renovation, completed with a new paint job with
black and white stripes with a dark green top.
     The North Head Lighthouse  was built in response to a marked
increase number of shipwrecks along the Peninsula as mariners coming
from the north could not see the Cape Disappointment light.  The 65-
foot North Head Lighthouse was designed by German-born engineer
C.W. Leick and sits on solid basalt more than 190 feet above sea level.
It first used the hand-me-down first order Fresnel lens from Cape D,
switching to search light and finally beacon light at the same time
changes were made to her sister lighthouse.  A fresh coat of paint just
in time for her century birthday restored the North Head’s masonry to
marine white, with a red cap.
       A Lighthouse Keepers Residence is just inland from the North Head
Lighthouse.  Now offered as a vacation rental through Fort Canby State

Park (1-800-452-5687), the residence housed a number of families
over the years.  There were three lighthouse keepers, each working an
eight-hour shift to provide 24 hour coverage and ensure the light
remained visible.  The United States Lighthouse Service was run with
military exactness.  For example, to reflect the lighthouse keepers’
hierarchy, the chandelier in the head keeper’s residence had six
candles, while the first and second assistants had five and four candles
respectively.  The keepers were also required to wash laundry on a
certain day and received demerits if sheets were hung to dry on the
wrong day.
     They carried 30 pounds of kerosene up the stairs, trimmed the wicks
and cleaned the lens - the most time consuming task.  Lighthouse
keepers cleaned off soot and burnt oil from the lens with rags or pieces
of softwood, used wine to clean the entire lens every 60 days and
polished it with a jeweler’s rouge once a year.  When not manning the
light, keepers could read books from the portable library, including a
new Bible and prayer book issued every quarter.
     Women played a variety of interesting parts in the history of the
lighthouses.  Many wives cared for residential households and one
woman, Mabel Bretherton, served as a lighthouse keeper for many
years until her resignation in 1907.
    The North Head is the windiest lighthouse area on the West Coast
and the third windiest in the nation.  Winds of 120 miles per hour have
been recorded at the site.  One dramatic tale tells of a head keeper’s
wife who was “unable to bear the howling of the winds” and flung
herself off the cliff into Beard’s Hollow.  Another story tells of a duck
who, having been blown off course in 1932, crashed through the
lighthouse window and chipped the lens.
     Both lighthouses are fully functional and operated by the U.S. Coast
Guard.  During the summer season, volunteers offer tours of the North
Head Lighthouse on a limited basis.  Call (360) 642-3078 for details
just before your visit.

Did you know...?Did you know...?Did you know...?Did you know...?Did you know...?
•  In 1782, Captain Robert Gray named the Columbia River after his
     ship, the Columbia Rediviva.
•  In 1788, British fur trader John Meares named the area Cape
     Disappointment after his inability to locate the river’s mouth.


