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The Fire Island Light Station is situated 5 miles east of the western end of
Fire Island, a barrier island off the southern coast of Long Island. It
consists of a lighthouse and an adjacent keeper's quarters sitting on a
raised terrace. The lighthouse tower, completed in 1858, is a conical tower
with hyperbolic curved profile becom1ng cylindrical near the top. The height
of the tower, from foot to cornice, is 140 feet, with an additional 24 feet
to enclose the watch room and the lantern. The focal plane of the light is
approximate1y 168 feet above sea level. The diameter of the tower at its base
is 32 feet; at its top, 15 feet. The cornice is of granite and was originally
in the Doric order with six pilasters, now missing or covered with concrete.
It supports an iron-railed projecting gallery. The tower is constructed of
brick. By 1876 it was coated with a cement wash, giving it a cream color.
In 1891, it was covered with asphalt paint, overpa1nted with white to produce
four horizontal black and white stripes. The tower was coated with reinforced
concrete in 1912 and painted with the same stripes. There is a hollow central
column of cast iron, which originally contained the clock weights, and a
spiral staircase with cast iron open-work treads. The original light was
a first order revolving catadioptric system with Fresnel lens, visible for
21-23 nautical miles from 15 feet above sea level. A Funck mechanism was
installed in 1869. Whale o0il was used until 1867; lard oil until 1884;
mineral 011 (kerosene) until 1907; incandescent 011 vapor until 1939;
electricity thereafter. A Western Union telegraph service was installed in
137?; telephone in 1898; wireless telegraphy experiments were conducted in
101..

The adjacent Keeper's residence, which also contained the o0il storage rooms,
was completed in 1859. It was or1g1na]1y connected to the tower by a covered
passage, now missing. The two-story building now contains thirteen rooms
divided into two apartments, plus full attic and basement. It is faced with -
‘rough coursed granite. The terrace on which both structures sit is approxi-
mately 15 feet high and faced with stone, the stone coming from the first
Fire Island lighthouse and keeper's house (1826). Parts of the south and east
walls of the terrace were replaced in 1901. The terrace measures 148 feet
north to south, by 97 feet east to west. There is a small metal shed on

the northeast corner of the terrace.
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-STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The current Fire Island Tighthouse was comp]eted in 1858 to replace the first
Fire Island 1ight, which had been put into service in 1826 and whose foun-
dation is about 200 yards southwest of the current station. In 1826, the
1ight was at the western tip of Fire Island, adjacent to Fire Island Inlet,
which connects the Atlantic Ocean with Great South Bay. Littoral drift
causes Fire Island to "migrate" westward at the rate of about one mile

every 25 or 30 years, so that now the site of the 11ghthouse is five miles
east of the current inlet. '

The Federal government took jurisdiction over lighthouses on August 7, 1789,
in one of the earliest assertions of federal power over the powers of the
separate states. The first Fire Island 11ght was constructed during a wave
of lighthouse building in the 1820's and 30's; and the second, during a wave
of building and renovation in the 1850's. The ultimate goal was to make the
Atlantic coast a lighted highway of commerce, and the Fire Island 1lights
filled the gap between the Montauk Point L1ght to the east and the Sandy
Hook L1ght to the west. As New York emerged as the most important American
port in the transatlantic trade, the Fire Island Tight emerged SEtRE most
important 1ight station on the East Coast, since it was the f1rsf’Thndfa11
for ships approaching New York harbor on the Atlantic routes. A shoal

about a mile off-shore was the cause of numerous shipwrecks. Thus the
second Fire Island light was 80 feet taller and had a more powerful light
than its predecessor and than the neighboring lights to the east and west.
Its finely proportioned curved profile and its original Doric details gave
it architectural distinction.

Fire Island Light Station also served important non-navigational functions
in the nineteenth century, with the keeper and his assistants serving as
"mayors" of Fire Island, assisting baymen , and serving as inn-keepers to .
rich urbanites seeking primitive recreational experiences away from the
c1t¥974The Fire Island Light Station was decommissioned by the Coast Guard
in
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