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CAPE FLORIDA LIGHTHOUSE

(CAPE FLORIDA STATE PARK)
Miami, off U.S. 1 on Key Biscayne
Dade County

As Cape Florida is the closest point of land to the
world's mightiest current - the Gulf Stream - this sandy
spit was the natural setting for many dramatic incidents
of the past.

In June of 1497, on his fourth Atlantic crossing, the
intrepid John Cabot first saw land on the new continent at
Long Island Sound, then closely followed the coast south-
ward to Key Biscayne. When he reached this lovely spot,
he rounded Cape Florida and put ashore on the Key. This
discovery eventually became the basis of Great Britain's
claim to America.

Beginning in the late 1600's, pirates, who used the
Key as their base, began taking advantage of the Gulf Stream
traffic to make their fortunes. "Wreckers," who were as
colorful as the pirates, followed and salvaged treasure from
ships unfortunate enough to get too close to the rocks along
the coast.

The focal point of the park is the historic Cape
Florida lighthouse, one of South Florida's oldest structures.
After the Dade Massacre in 1835, marauding Indians set fire
to the lighthouse while the keeper of the light and his
helper were trapped inside. Ships 12 miles out could see
the flames, but the lightkeeper lived to tell the gory tale
of the night of terror atop a pillar of flame.

The lighthouse was established in 1825, rebuilt in
1864 after the burning, and the tower was elevated from 65
to 95 feet above sea level in 1855. The light was mutilated
by "a band of lawless persons" (presumably Confederates)-
during the Civil War, and refitted in 1866. Finally in 1878,

the beacon was extinguished forever when a newer lighthouse

was put into use a few miles %gmzhs_§92£h4_ N
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As originally constructed, Cape Florida Lighthouse was
65 feet high, supposedly of solid walls of brick surrounding
a central shaft five feet thick at the base and graduated to
two feet at the top. 1In 124;, the year after it was destroyed
by marauding Seminoles, rebuilding of the Cape Florida Light
was authorized, but this was not completed until 1§4% because
hostile Indians remained nearby in the Everglades.

In 1855, the tower was raised to 95 feet. Today, Cape
Florida Lighthouse looks much as it did in 1855. Recent
acquisition of the property on which it stands by the State
of Florida, insures preservation of this historic landmark.
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The Cape Florida Lighthouse served as a‘rf 7; ; iI% ylink
in the series of nav1gatlon aids built on the & iﬁn { sea-
board to assist waterborne commerce. With its completion in
1825, the light marked the southeastern tip of Key Biscayne,
indicated the location of the dangerous Florida Reef and led
mariners to the safe anchorage provided in the lee of the Key.

during the Second Seminole War. John W. B ompson, the
Assistant Keeper, and a black helper were forced to barricade
themselves in the lighthouse during a Seminole raid on July 23
1836. His personal account appeared in Niles Register and
provided the reader of the day with a suspense story that
would match any contrived fictitious adventure. The Indians
set fire to the wood door and boarded window which were even
with the ground; the firewas fed by 225 gallons of stored oil
for the light. Thompson and his helper were forced to the

top of the structure, out thourgh the lantern and on to a

two feet wide platform. There, they were almost roasted alive
and to end their suffering, Thompson threw a keg of gunpowder
down the shaft. The resulting explosion did not kill the men,
but did throw down the stairs and woodwork within the light-
house, after which the flames subsided. His helper died from
wounds (seven in all), but Thompson survived despite six rifle
balls, three in each foot. A Navy schooner, twelve miles off-
shore, heard the gunpowder explosion and came to Thompson's
rescue. 1In later years Thompson's account of the incident
varied.

The destruction of the lighthouse uncovered a fraud
perpetuated on the government. Samue . Lincoln contracted
to build a tower of solid brick, sixty-five feet high and
walls five feet thick at the base and tapering to two feet
at the top. The walls were found to be actua%ly hollow and
the contractor saved the cost of about half the required
brick. After letting the contract, Collector Deareborn of
Boston had appointed Noah Humphreys to inspect and certify
the work. Humphreys submitted his certification on December 17

1825 attesting to the completeness of the work.

The lighthouse came to the nation's a;:;gtion in 1836

(continued)
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Rebuilding of the light was authorized in 1837, but was
not actually accomplished until 1846 because of hostile Indians
in the area. 1In 1855, the tower was raised to 95 feet. 1In
1861, during the Civil War, the lighting apparatus was destroyed
and not put back into operation until 1867. The light went out

of active service in l§78 when Fowery Rock Light went into
operation.
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