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'.--*Rmqi-,71141-ir#/6##a5
"Navassa Island Light, where chickens
only miraculously survive the attacks of
lizards."

P- -lhus began the description of life The inhospitable environment of refreshed themselves on island birds and
I      at the Navassa Island lighthouse Navassa was first recorded by Captain their eggs. Departing Navassa the party

1   in  a letter dated  July  18, 1923 Diego Mendez  in   1503.  In  that year safely reached Hispaniola and eventually
by ER Dillion. Dillion, Superintendent Christopher Columbus, during his brought about the rescue of Columbus.
of the Ninth Lighthouse District (Puer- fourth and last voyage to the new world,
to Rico and nearby US. Islands), was shipwrecked on Jamaica. With a starv-      TY ew people visited Navassa during
desperately trying to solve the personnel      ing crew near mutiny, Columbus dispat-  -1  the next 350 years. However, Peter

problem at that station. ched Captain Mendez with a crew of 14       1     Duncan   and the Guano   Act
Navassa Island, perhaps the most in- Spaniards and 20 Indian paddlers in two changed all that. Within seven years of

hospitable  site  ever  of an American dugout canoes for a desperate (and Col- the Guano  Act  of  1856 the Navassa
lighthouse, is an American possession 30 umbus thought hopeless) attempt to Phosphate Company ofBaltimore, MD
miles west ofHaiti. The light station was reach the Island of Hispaniola (today     formed and constructed extensive
manned from the time it was establish- known as Haiti and Dominican facilities on the island that included at
ed   in 1916 until   1929  when   it was Republic). Before long one of the native least 25 buildings (including a church
automated. paddlers died of dehydration and others      and  4  cell  jail). This small  town  was

The  reason the United States  owns were drinking seawater. Then Navassa clustered around Lulu Bay, the site ofthe
this small desolate island so far from our Island loomecl on the horizon. The crews      only boat landing on the island.
shores is summed up in one word, guano. managed to land on the rugged island. The phosphate company claimed that
Guano has long been prized as a fertilizer Despite Mendez's efforts to have the men the island was "covered with luxuriant

"and in the manufacture of gunpowder.      only sip the standing water they found vegetation of dense woods and grass
In 1856 guano was big business. In that in crevices, two Indians drank too much,      and that, "100 tons a day (ofguano) are
year the United States Government too quickly, and died.  The rest of the frequently put on board one vessel with
passed the Guano Act. The Act allow- crew cautiously drank the water and    only 30 or 40 men and two boats" and
ed US. citizens to take peaceable posses-
sion, and occupy, any island in the name »-

of the United States on which a deposit
of guano was found, provided that is was                                                                                        *j
not already occupied by another nation. , **111%

..                   .1Thus one Peter Duncan claimed Navassa \.

Island as a possession of the United 3\

States on July 1, 1857.                                                                                            '   L:. :       i.  <.   11...1 .... . ' '
This territory of the United States is

--   r· IM #b,· *
a far cry from a tropical island paradise.                                                      .1              v-"            2 . m

Roughly pear shaped, it has a land mass
of only one and a half square miles. The                                                 3 62

."                  - -    ..-../majority of the island is a mesa 200 feet 2  r- - 'kit.*Elly '-  I.

high with a narrow flat shelf, thirty feet
above the water, circling the mesa oil all
but the northwest side. W.--92,-- -\-_=Il,&2.--

.b),+2 .TI.- -:2 ,#2FHE---;.,-*.-
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that "pick and shovel are the only tools weren't enough, rats and roaches were in-              .. ;,-     .          .     ·,
needed." Reality was a far cry from those troduced  by the guano miners. Daily      *                            '        "
statements.  The landing  at Lulu  Bay,     temperatures of 80 degrees in the shade

, t,1,
dangerous under ideal sea conditions, is spoiled supplies. Conditions were so bad

:Il  ..= i .k.'     .·  .actually only a area where a small boat    in  1889  that 150 laborers rioted and    t...     ,  ,=-  .....I'll... .can  be  held long enough  for  men to attacked the company foremen.  The       ., ret:6-.." .  - 3'*.jump onto a rope ladder dangling from mine superintendent and nine laborers       6&*-,4% ,- 3.,1                                   6
a catwalk jutting out from a low cliff. A were killed and 22 men injured. Three     t  . : . '        '1miscalculation  by  a  boat crew could ofthe workmen were hanged as a result       -  '                   iI.M.EMI./T »:cause the vessel to broach in an incom-    of the incident. Mining operations %71...Rmit                        Ming swell, be dashed against the cliff or steadily declined until  1900  when  the      rl  .-2 wliJ'-          '

  capsize by a receding backwash. In 1889 company went bankrupt and the island      6.--,4-.*  -P-N  ''.,-7            8
one sailor stated that the backwash was was cieserted. .         '..,4.   '53*A. -   .     .  .1,  .        ..h     .-»                   d

·       '»'9 1&1                   <3                                        , flike "the turbulence under a waterfall or Navassa was a peaceful ghost town un- ......1 -                         e.

i

i

of a rapid." til 1915. In that year the Panama Canal
»' R,4    - XI . -The miners shoveled guano into small opened and lighthouses were needed to

.51  1--8 :-tram cars and pushed them over a nar- guide shipping to the new waterway.
row gage railway to Lulu Bay where the     One of those new lighthouses was «...·34 ..  h..
contents were loaded into small boats via Navassa. George R. Putnam, Commis- -%.....9     -'   .!

-.-- */ i    · 11
a chute. Under ideal sea conditions a sioner ofthe Bureau ofLighthouses, call- .3·.   4-...-A-....   -        -  UK-: q.....e 1... -:lighter transported ten loads ofguano a     ed the Navassa Island Lighthouse the 1.    --r· ·· i,1     • Tri .-_..:   -e.......:....., 4

=r  ».3.-1//.day between the island and the com- "first signal" for the Panama Canal and     '32 - -'                34554

A                             :...F. IljkiESpany's inappropriately named barque  said it  was the most important
Romance. lighthouse built by the United States in *·  ·-'2·".  CE»'2'A,612

t .h#ps,/*L9.r
Despite the glowing reports from com-      the last quarter of a century."

pany owners, the island quickly estab-
lished a reputation for being the hell hole <V onstruction of the light station A worker hangs from the 'landing platform'
that it was. Since no natural wells existed   required that skilled workmen, at Navasa island's Lulu Bay.

Official Coast Guard Photo.rain water had to be collected from C 1 special tools and equipment be
building roofs  and  piped into cisterns transported to Navassa from the United
located under each structure. The island States. Sand, water and other supplies

the station. At a 162 feet the completed
tower was the tallest reinforced concreteis  composed of limestone and guano were delivered from Jamaica and laborers

with no soil for growing food. And as if were brought in from Cuba. Because on- (a relatively new method ofconstruction)
tower built to that date. The walls at thethe natural fauna of giant 4 foot lizards,     ly one small schooner was available for base of the tower are six feet thick. Atermites, mosquitoes and scorpions logistics it took 21 months to complete
reinforced concrete house for the keeper
was built alongside the tower. The 2nd
Order Fresnel lens, placed in operationt.                                                                                                                                         Bermuda

Charleston
. (UKI October 21, 1917, had a focal plane 3958C

Mobile feet above the water and the excep-*6 sonville

tionally clear air ofthat part ofthe Carib-
LS.. 1* Cape Kennedy bean enabled the light to be seen at 29#d orpus Christi

miles.
*. Br-/sville Mi     '  ·' Things, predictably, got offto a rockyGUlF -     BAHAMA ISLANDS

ler" :

OF MEXICO                 ·'  '                

(U'(1 start on Navassa. During the first year

In LIt  P 1 Ht=;A=            -0 .0
the supply schooner was damaged in a

Tampico ·0Zp =            - - ·: storm and supplies ran out. The keepers
Bohia do Compedw        '   0 Fines •.   JWE ;T INDIES sustained themselves on wild goat,

CH                                                                                                   •*LE .FI'llipik. Sal jual
G...JJ:121  -b==:lit: pigeons and fish Until they were resup-JAMAICA

Villihermos C Belize Kies,11#     P ,  71;--v     , „,1 St J. 0-"         plied. Commissioner Putnarn made the
P,ince Domingo 0. G An'BRITISH HONDURAS RICO

R G   observation, "The men (ed - keepers)GUATE-MALA (USI
HONDURAS NAVASSA

           quickly tired ofthe monotonous life. On
CARIBBEANTa/chuti ISLAND Martin,que 4Giate  r. -5, 0*zas                                       SEA                      (F.) I account of the climate and difficulty ofSin Salvador

A uta G i           transportation ofmaterials from the lan-
EL SALVADOR 1 ARAGUA Cufacao

Man u ..'.
0. ..

Baimuilla
os RICA

c.„-,-        s,
ding place to the site (ed -lighthouse) was

....h«                            .,
Coldn PANAMA

a mostburdensome task", which involv-San Jose

Y.WI.EZUELA
n   I

David ,              Tuit,0               51:clfla---Citdad Boliv/ ed pushing the supply filled tramcars by0
 lume,emo hand.
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The cost of supplying the light
station                  _ -                                                                                                         RF.9and  the  difficulty  in finding qualified                                                                                                   1             E:13.flighthouse keepers who would stay at the          ,        -                                                                      ·      :                    2 3

station was evident as early as 1923 when         . .   . -
'. I.Superintendent Dillion submitted a pro- . ' ' '../

-

posal to automate the lighthouse. In his '.1         1
,-             -"        *   ,.        ,  1     . -               '                  I' : - .   .    1,  4  ,  1       .  4letter he cited 't..in a tropical climate, . M t.' '1.'wtti-i·,  1

:  -   -  I  ' '  f''  Z  ·'-i-.  11· i:·,  , without means of conserving a food
supply, with a barren rocky soil where 2':.··  ...              ... 2  1.4  ... :..: 4* -.,h Ai:the keepers have tried in vain to raise . 71./=r,fiqi:Ir ;£*t '
fresh vegetables, where even chickens *3421/WX ATif.·     41*#Evil    4/1
only miraculously survive the attacks of 4,1119124-F'W,   ,-6 b K  -4   1 NL'.A·*,7      fi:: 0,lizards, wild dogs, cats and rats, where the , WEEE&.....26:jij&31. , «keepers fincl difficulty in maintaining a

FF-,",          :,   . '579 11:A.Ji      ,-few scrub goats, it is my opinion that it
is almost foolhardy to expect a normal
healthy American of sufficient quality
and ability to live contentedly or suc- *Ii, -- I All- f>:'.2 '1: Yt    Vab.cessfully." His proposal to automate the MIS*&i....

-4..Ii.......   . I
station was rejected, even though he 0214/..·t Ilillillillillilill1illi . it:f··3·,t  '   5'\9 lillistated it would result inanestimated sav- Mu,£-rp::=325&34.-- '. vt  ..  r.94% 9*47:*RF///ings of $8,422 a year. The valuable
weather reports made by the keepers     w//lir.<.4 £002#    *,4:.„.:·.,. r    .I».7                 '         . "-'»..   1,   ''I .

"·>i," 4 2„rE':34 * .were one reason. Another  may  have       ri' I'4$,*'.'7 T.L•                     6          '       -       '*                f**
. .

...been Commissioner Putnam's associa-  DA"/"ipam#AFKWN#&%"64 :.5 ...'.5 ,r-9#75/ PiNWAy#2& </ <9FNV:,244#:f-·i   ''  4    -4.  .·  -··.:'il·    t    S.N-tion with the construction of the station.

Above-The Navassa Island tower under construction. The use of reinforced concrete was a
relatively new method of construction in this era.

Tlut District Superintendent Dil- Below-A supply vessel backs in to the landing platform at Lulu Bay.

A lion persisted and in 1925 he peti- National Archive photos.Jil tioned  the  Commissioner
again. He offered three possible solutions
to operating the station; (1) Automate dependent units to insure continuity,
the light (2) Hire foreigners from Jamaica,       but as there is good prospect of further
Cuba or Haiti or (3) Platoon the keepers development in automatic apparatus it
with  others  in the District on  a six    is not considered advisable to take any
month rotation. Commissioner Putnam      steps in this direction at present. r         :
replied; 3. In view of the above the Bureau con-

"1.... the Bureau is confident that the siders it necessary to continue the pre-

appointment of keepers from foreign   sent system." iiI     \  ,
49'         1' @countries would not be permitted by the Despite Commissioner Putnam's      ,#,Department. Compulsory details of report, within three years it had become      "               -     ·   1

keepers from other 9th District stations increasingly difficult to encourage          r    -i  't
for a period of service at Navassa Island     keepers to stay on Navassa. In 1928 the               '                   '' -

Light Station is contrary to the custom families were removed and an Unsuc-      32 1                          *                   .*
-ofthis service and lt iS not believed they cessful attempt  was  made to provide      .

..,,,
1

,  ,»  -   .'.....S- -..
should be resorted to except in a national keepers with incentive  pay.                                           ·'                                                        "'    -,.,      *      ./
emergency, or unless keepers were ap- Faced with disgruntled keepers and :.  ,   I      ..

I.      .  6 .

* t.pointed  with  the  understanding  that       the high cost of supplying the station  a            1    .
such detail would be made. decision was made in  1929 to automate       : - <' *«   11 1

*41*51*1
P.It appears also that the plan of com- the light. Just prior to conversion  a     5 -        4    .- 1- 1pulsory detail would prevent the con- member of a work party from the             «

tinuation ofthe plan for the utilization Lighthouse Service Tender Acacta was     
-bofradio communication (ed- weather killed. He was riding in one of the tram      ..,       ·,-.

reports). cars being lowered from the top level of
2.  An automatic light  may  be  the the island when the lashings parted hurl-

ultimate solution, possibly with two in-      ing him down the cliff to instant death.                                                                                -   -
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4   + " f I I .de.:  A-4
Navassa island Light Station circa 1978. Note that the roof of the keeper's dwelling has succumbed to the elements.
The tiny structure next to the base of the tower is the fuel house.
Photo by RM 1 Ferguson, USCG.

klf-1 he automated light was powered outlining the many dangers ofthe island. which slowly gives way to darkness, rat-
I       by acetylene until converted to Scheduled visitors are Coast Guard per- tling  sounds and strange cries  in  the

1    electricity  in  1961.  In  1980 the sonnel servicing the light and Ham radio darkness as Navassa Island reverts to its
second order  lens was removed  and a operators maintaining their relay station. forbidding nature.
solar powered optic was installecl. The Illegal visitors (Haitian goat hunters and      gs-- <A·„
light tower and walls of the quarters re- drug smugglers) are more common and     k· fi;   ..2
main in remarkably good condition, but       add to the dangers which await author-      f ithieto   ;
the wooden roof of the keeper's dwell- ized visitors. =31111»9 Mmp
ing has long since disappeared. Among If a light station had a personality,   I'Y=DI=-
the ruins of the old Navassa Phosphate Navassa could be given the moniker Dr.       1 13L--Company   town   only   the   jail   and      Jekyll& Mr. Hyde. Twice a day itmakes    9 basements of the other buildings still the transition from good to evil. There *,810"2,41'iNA, E#Sa
stand. are a few pleasant moments after

sunrise    2111111,ttll-/ ;.'.;11%,  .*4'*#*
*-11  '., 17 4-ff\-:AgeN#XMTW

Today the Coast Guard has jurisdic- before the dry, dusty heat ofday envelops   61   .  Ii#{ir'R,,:,in,All ·\ e'IRK/·Mitid.    >*,tion over the island and requires that the the island and, again, at sunset the island     9*B #47.,11,Al. AM,  AL,111:,t-   -   ,=m'd,.6215-« ··  429$,r.few visitors allowed to visit sign releases station experiences a serene beauty    »-7--3.e--=--
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