Alcatraz Light Station
Then, Now, Next…

The Alcatraz Lighthouse Preservation Project is led by the US Lighthouse Society in collaboration with
the US Coast Guard, the National Parks Service, and the Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy.

Significant as Aid to Navigation
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Although the need for a lighthouse on Alcatraz was indicated as early as 1846, it was increased
shipping into San Francisco Bay during the Gold Rush that prompted a Congressional appropriation.
This 1859 survey of San Francisco Bay shows the beginnings of the system of aids to navigation needed
to guide ships from the Pacific Ocean, over the Golden Gate, and into San Francisco.

Cape Cod Design by Ammi B. Young

Architect for the U.S. Treasury, Ammi B. Young, was chosen to design the West coast lighthouses using
a “Cape Cod” architectural style.

Original Optic was a 3rd Order Fresnel Lens Manufactured
in France

The newly formed Light-House Board (USLHB) insisted on a superior Fresnel lens. A Notice to
Mariners (NTM) indicated that on June 1, 1854, “a Fixed Light “ was shown “160 feet above the level
of the sea . . . visible in all directions, and in the ordinary state of atmosphere, should be seen at the
distance of 12 miles off the Heads.”

Fog Signal Station
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The need for a fog signal was determined early on. The drawing on the left is the bell tower built on the
southern end of Alcatraz in 1871. The keepers were responsible for keeping the bell wound and
maintained in addition to keeping the light in the tower. The NTM seen here describes the second bell
tower that was built on the northwesterly end of the island in 1901. Note the arrangement of the bell
with its weight system inside a tower rather than hanging down over a cliff.

1902 Improvements in Technology
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A new lens was installed in 1902 after a 1901 inspection report indicated “the third order light at this
station is not satisfactory. It is a fixed white light, and off the bar cannot readily be distinguished from
the electric lights back of it in Oakland and Berkeley.” A NTM indicated that, on or about September 6,
1902, the order of the light at the station will be changed from third to fourth, and its characteristic
will be changed from fixed to flashing white every 15 seconds.

Fog Signal Technology Evolves
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After the construction of a powerhouse brought electricity to the island in 1912, electricity powered the
light. Electric sirens also replaced the fog bells, much to the dismay of local residents. Note newspaper
articles and petition complaining about the noise.

Fog Signals Not Favored By All

Here is a telegram sent to Representative Julius Kahn in Washington D.C. Various modifications to the
sirens were made but they never really fixed the problem. Recommendations to replace the sirens
entirely was always deemed too expensive. As long as the seafaring community agreed that the sirens
were the most efficient signal, the status quo was maintained despite political interference. Finally in
1938, the sirens were replaced with diaphone horns as part of a WPA public works project.

Keepers at Alcatraz

Thirteen principal keepers were appointed under the USLHB between 1854 and 1909, and 40 assistant
keepers. A second assistant keeper position was created in 1901 when the 2nd fog bell was added to
their duties. Most men filling 2nd assistant position lasted less than a year. Many were promoted or
transferred to other stations, implying that Alcatraz was considered an initial “training” stop in a
keeper’s career. The small size of the keepers dwelling was likely also a factor. Even with the additions
you see in this photo, it would be a rather tight fit for three keepers and their families.

Keepers at Alcatraz

Early on, the keepers interacted with the military families on the island. Keeper Amasa Bushnell
actually served as the island’s first postmaster and many other keepers followed him in that position.
Keeper Benjamin Leeds submitted these documents to the Post Office Department in 1897.

New Technology Used for 1909 Tower

Plans for a new cellblock led to the construction of a new tower in 1909. The old tower, that had
received minor damage in the 1906 earthquake, was replaced with a tower of reinforced concrete to
better withstand future earthquakes; this was seen as the best material for the new tower at Alcatraz.

New Tower Under Construction

The new lighthouse tower under construction in 1909.

Tower Completed in 1909

The tower was completed and the light activated on Dec. 1, 1909. The keepers dwellings were
completed a few months later. The three keepers no doubt enjoyed their roomier modern dwellings
and increased privacy.

Alcatraz Keepers - 1922

The keeper’s logs indicate that the lighthouse keepers still interacted with the community of families
on the island. A lot of this freedom changed however when the Bureau of Prisons took over the military
facility in 1933. Restrictions on movements increased. Many benefits, such as access to the military
commissary, disappeared.

Keepers at Alcatraz
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Even though the light station was quite separate from the prison, there were reports of dangerous
episodes. Keeper Henry Davis forwarded this article and described how the keepers were caught in the
cross fire when working on the fog signal roof. He and the other keepers felt they should have a pay
increase for hazardous duty. The Lighthouse Service denied their request, but a discussion about
automating the station ensued. Objections from the shipping community stopped these discussions.
In 1939 the USCG took over the administration of lighthouses.

Keepers at Alcatraz

Typical log entries for Alcatraz focus on the weather, maintenance required by the light and fog
signals, painting and other repairs to station buildings; significant events might get a sentence or two.
This event, later called the Battle of Alcatraz, warranted 3 paragraphs. Keeper Davis’s’ log entries for
May 2-4, 1946, give his perspective when several inmates took over the adjoining cellblock. He sticks
to the facts for the most part, but concludes with “The end of 44 hours of living hell.”

Keepers and Their Families at Alcatraz

Keeper Henry Davis retired in 1950 and First Assistant Edward H. Schneider was promoted to
principal keeper. Schneider had been assistant keeper from 1936 to 1950, and second assistant keeper
from 1931 to 1936. A newspaper article was written on his long tenure in 1954, including photos of
him, his grandson Robert and Assistant Keeper John Winert, his wife Betty and son Guy.

Light Automated - Keepers Depart in 1963

The prison closes in 1963 and the Coast Guard automates the station. The light and southern fog signal remain but the
full-time keepers leave the island.

Indian Occupation of Alcatraz Island 1969 - 1971

On November 20, 1969, a group of Native Americans known as the “Indians of All Tribes” began to
occupy Alcatraz Island. Their intention was to Build a Native American Studies center, spiritual center,
an ecology center, and an American Indian Museum.

Fire Burns Warden’s House and Keepers Quarters

Although the Indian demonstration was initially peaceful, a fire of unknown origin broke out. After
the fire burned down the warden’s house and keeper’s dwelling and knocked out the navigation light,
the government intervened and removed the demonstrators. Upper right you can see the Coast Guard
Vessels used to take the remaining Native Americans off the island. The light was restored.

The National Park Service Takes Over Alcatraz Island - 1972

Alcatraz Island becomes a unit of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, National Parks Service, in
1972.

Today the Lighthouse Needs Repair

Today, the century-old structure is showing its age very badly. Maintenance that has been deferred for
too long has left the structure weakened with rust and decay.

Lighthouse Needs Repair Now

Everywhere you look, you see the ravages of time and weather and the corrosive salt air. If we do not
act now to repair the structure, it may not survive for future generations.

Preservation for Future Generations
Save Our Icon!
To learn more and to donate visit our Website at AlcatrazLighthouse.org
For questions and comments send an email to AlcatrazLighthouse@uslhs.org

Please help us Save Our Icon! We need your contributions to do the work of repair and preservation
now. To ensure that the historic Alcatraz Lighthouse will be there for the enjoyment, education, and
inspiration of those millions of people who visit the Island each year and for future generations.
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