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ASCE LANDMARK LIGHTHOUSE
I.  Background
      On January 5, 2002, the American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) History and Heritage Committee, chaired by Henry Petroski, reviewed two nominations of lighthouses as possible American Civil Engineering Landmarks:

· Old Cape Henry Lighthouse, Virginia

· Portland Head Lighthouse, Maine

      The issue, for nomination as an American Civil Engineering Landmark, centers on which of these two projects was the first Federally authorized and constructed project.  Before the Federal government sponsored civil works, the individual states undertook these projects.  This is significant as it heralded two centuries of  Federally sponsored public works in numerous and diverse fields such as road, harbors, dams, airports, flood control, housing, hospitals and numerous other areas.
      To help resolve which (or perhaps both) of these projects was the first Federally authorized and constructed project, Chairman Henry Petroski asked Dr. Robert Kapsch to prepare a paper that would clarify the issue for Committee members for a vote on this matter late in February 2002.

      The issue is stated as follows:

· Old Cape Henry was the first authorized project by the Federal Government but construction didn’t start until after Portland Head had been completed and lit.

· Portland Head Light was largely constructed by the State of Massachusetts and not the Federal Government (although the new Federal Government contributed a small amount of money to complete this lighthouse).

      This paper presents the position that Old Cape Henry Lighthouse was the first Federally authorized civil works project and was the first construction project undertaken by the Federal Government and therefore should be named an American Society of Civil Engineers’ Landmark.  This conclusion I based on the evidence presented here and based on the fact that every other observer, such as the American Public Works Association, the National Historic Landmark program of the U. S. Department of Interior, every lighthouse authority, has reached this conclusion. 
II.  Old Henry Lighthouse and Portland Head Lighthouse

Claims of Old Henry Lighthouse:

· First Lighthouse constructed by the Federal Government

True.  Portland Head Light was the first lighthouse assisted by the new Federal Government – it had been substantially completed by the State of Massachusetts.  Old Cape Henry Light was the first lighthouse to be totally constructed by the Federal Government.
· First Federal authorized public works project.

True.
Claims of Portland Head Lighthouse:
· “First Major Project Federal Lighthouse Officials Undertook…”

True.  Portland Head Light was lit before the construction contract for Old Cape Henry was entered into.
· “First Lighthouse Completed After the Federal Government Assumed Control of Lighthouses and Navigational Aids.”

True.
· “Portland Head Light was the first lighted under the federal government…”

Not necessarily true.  Portland Head Light was the first lighthouse to be completed and lit under the federal government (i.e. the existing state-constructed lighthouses for which the federal government assumed control were already lit).  Regardless, this statement is not relevant to the determination of the lighthouse as an ASCE Landmark, as stated above.
· “…the first lighthouse to be lighted by the Federal Government.”

Not necessarily true.  Portland Head Light was the first lighthouse to be completed and lit … (see above).
Neither light house was one of the earliest lighthouses in the United States (or the original thirteen colonies that made up the original United States).

· “America’s oldest light station was located on Little Brewster Island at the outer entrance of Boston Harbor.  Built in 1716…”

Both Portland Head and Old Cape Henry Lighthouses were substantial structures.  But not all of these early lighthouses were so.

· “During its early years Portsmouth Light (1771) consisted of little more than a lantern hoisted up the flagpole of Fort William and Mary, on the banks of New Hampshire’s Piscataqua River.”

III.  Chronology
The following chronology laces the issue of ASCE Landmark determination in an historical perspective:
September 14, 1716 – First Lighthouse in the U.S. – Great Brewster Light at Boston

February/March 1772 – Virginia Assembly and Maryland Assembly Pass Act to Establish Board of Directors to Build Lighthouse at Cape Henry
1782 – Cape Henry Lighthouse Project officially Abandoned (some materials had been assembled at the site but constructed had not been undertaken).
1787 – Work First Began on Portland Head Lighthouse by State of Massachusetts
  At that time the State of Massachusetts had jurisdiction over Maine.
August 7, 1789 – Establishment and Support of Federal Lighthouses  The new Federal Government moved to place all lighthouses under the Federal control.  Cape Henry Light is specifically mentioned but Portland Head Light is not mentioned.
“The construction of the Cape Henry light stemmed directly from the act which created the lighthouse service, one of the initial acts of the First Session of the 1st Congress in 1789.  This measure, approved on August 7, called for ‘the establishment and support of light-houses, beacons, buoys and public piers’ and provided for the takeover of such facilities which has already been built and were being operated by the states.  The second and third sections of the measure dealt specifically with the Cape Henry Lighthouse, the only specific structure, or facility, mentioned in the act.  The second section directed that  “a light-house shall be erected near the entrance of the Chesapeake-bay…”

November 13, 1789 – State of Virginia Enacted Bill To Convey to Federal Government for Construction of Cape Henry Lighthouse

“On November 13, the Virginia General Assembly, by act, provided for the conveyance of land ‘to the United States for the purpose of building a light-house.’  This was public land, not exceeding two acres, ‘ lying and being in the County of Princess-Anne, at a place commonly called the head land of Cape Henry.’”

March 26, 1790  - Appropriations Act Passes Congress – Specifically Mentions Cape Henry Lighthouse.  This would make the Cape Henry Lighthouse project to be the first project both authorized and appropriated by the new Federal Government.  Again, Portland Head Light is not mentioned.
“The appropriations act, approved Match 26, 1790, based on Treasury Secretary Hamilton’s report to the House of Representatives in March, contained funds for financing the new service and included ‘therein a provision for building a lighthouse on Cape Henry.’  Here again the only specific referenced was to Cape Henry.”

August 10, 1790 - First Congressional Mention of Portland Head Lighthouse.  A small sum was authorized to complete Portland Head Light (it had substantially been constructed by the State of Massachusetts).
“It was not until August 10, 1790, that another lighthouse was mentioned specifically in Congressional legislation.  That was a $1,500 authority for ‘the purpose of finishing the light-house on Portland Head, in the district of Maine.”

January 10, 1791 – Portland Head Lighthouse First Lit

“Just before sunset on January 10, 1791, Portland Head Light flickered into operation.”

March 31, 1791 – Contract Signed For Cape Henry Lighthouse
“ A year lapsed between the initial Congressional appropriation, and the letting of the contract for the Cape Henry Lighthouse.  It was ready and duly signed on March 31, 1791, by Alexander Hamilton, representing the government, and John McComb, Jr., ‘of the  State of New York…Edward Howe Snow has called this ‘the first contract for the construction of a lighthouse ever entered into by the Federal Government…’”

October 1792 – Cape Henry Lighthouse First Lit

“…the fish oil burning lamps of Cape Henry were first lighted late in October, 1792.”

IV.  Expert Opinion  All expert opinion reviewed on this issue supports the position that Cape Henry Lighthouse was (1) the first public works projects authorized by the new Federal Governmnt; (2) the first public works project for which Federal funds were appropriated; (3) the first public works project constructed by the Federal government. 
A.  U.S. Light-House Establishment,   Compilation of Public Documents and Extracts From Reports and Papers Relating to Light-Houses, Light Vessels, and Illuminating Apparatus…1789 to 1871, (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1871).

Light-House Board: Cape Henry First Light-House Erected by Federal Government.  The U. S. Light-House Establishment, the Federal agency that took care of lighthouses before the U./S> Coast Guard assumed control, firmly believed that Cape Henry was the first lighthouse constructed by the Federal government.
“It appears that immediately after the formation of our Government, and prior to the year 1789, the few light-houses then existing were maintained at the expense of the States in which they were situated.  By an act of Congress passed in 1789, the expenses of their maintenance was assumed by the United States and their management confided to the Treasury Department… The first light-house erected by the General Government was that upon Cape Henry in 1791…”

B.  American Public Works Association Landmark Plaque.  Our sister organization, the American Public Works Association, considers Cape Henry Lighthouse to be the first public works project undertaken by the U. S. government.
“FIRST PUBLIC WORKS PROJECT OF THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT.

       Construction of the Cape Henry Lighthouse was authorized by the first United States Congress on August 7, 1789.

      President George Washington personally reviewed bids in January, 1791 and chose John McComb, a New York bricklayer, as contractor.

      Secretary of the Treasury, Alexander Hamilton, and the contractor signed the contract on March 31, 1791.

      Construction on the $17,700 project started August 1, 1791.  The lighthouse began its 100 years of service in the fall of 1792.





Commemorated

APWA
This 28th day of August 1981, by





Public Works Historical Society





And Virginia – D.C. – Maryland






Chapter American Public






Works Association.”

C.  U. S. Department of Interior National Historical Landmark Plaque.  The U.S. Department of the Interior, since 1964, has considered the Cape Henry Lighthouse as a nationally significant structure but has not so designated Portland Head Light.
“CAPE HENRY LIGHT HOUSE


has been designated a 

REGISTERED NATIONAL HISTORIC


LANDMARK

Under the provisions of the Historic Sites Act of August 21, 1935.  This site possesses exceptional value in commemorating and illustrating the history of the United States.
U. S. Department of the Interior



National Park Service



1964”

D.  George R.  Putnam, Lighthouses and Lightships of the United States (Boston, 1917).  Various authors who have written on the history of lighthouses in the United States have uniformly considered Cape Henry Lighthouse to be the first constructed by the U.S. Government.

Cape Henry First Lighthouse Built by United States:

“…the lighthouse at Cape Henry at the entrance to the Chesapeake Bay was the first one built by the United States…”

E.  Hans Christian Adamson, Keepers of the Light, (New York, c. 1955).  Adamson states that it was the intention of the first Congress that Cape Henry be the first federally constructed project, “to start (the) ball rolling.”

Cape Henry Authorized in 1789 “To Start Ball Rolling:”  
“The ninth bill passed by the First Congress during its first session-enacted on August 7, 1789-transferred the ten lighthouses, several fog-guns, and seven unlighted buoys then in service to the jurisdiction of the federal government and placed upon it the duty of expanding the nation’s aid to navigation.  To start the ball rolling, the bill provided for the immediate construction of a lighthouse on Cape Henry at the entrance to Chesapeake Bay.”

F.  Charles E. Hatch, “The Old Cape Henry Light: A Survey Report.”  Hatch, the National Park Service historian who wrote the comprehensive history distributed to ASCE History and Heritage Committee members, points out that not only was Cape Henry the first lighthouse authorized by the new Federal Government but that Portland Head was not the second – it was Montauk Point Light.
Cape Henry as First Authorized Lighthouse Constructed by Federal Government:

[Hatch distinguishes between the two lighthouses begun by states and those completed by the Federal Government (Portland Head, August 10, 1790 and Bald Head, North Carolina, April 2, 1792) and those lighthouses constructed by the Federal Government]:  “Ten days later (i.e. April 12, 1792) came the second authorization for a new lighthouse, the first having been at Cape Henry.  This called for a ‘light-house on Montauk Point in the State of New York.’ …”

G.  F. Ross Holland, Lighthouses.  Former National Park Service historian Ross Holland is considered the contemporary definitive historian of American lighthouses.  It is his view that Cape Henry was the nation’s first public works project. 

Cape Henry as First Authorized Public Works Project:

“The first two lighthouses to go into service after the central government took over aids to navigation were the one at Portland Head (1791) and the one at Cape Henry (1792) in the Chesapeake Bay.  The latter, built completely with federal money, was the nation’s  first authorized public works project.”

H.  Ray Jones, American Lighthouses: A Comprehensive Guide.  Jones provides us with a list of lighthouses that precede Cape Henry and Portland Head lights and an overview of the early years of Federal control of lighthouses.

Earliest American Lighthouses:

“America’s oldest light station was located on Little Brewster Island at the outer entrance of Boston Harbor.  Built in 1716 … (it was) destroyed during the Revolutionary War … (and) rebuilt in 1783…”

“Brant Point Light (1746) [Nantucket Harbor, Massachusetts] was the second lighthouse built in the original thirteen colonies …”
“America’s third lighthouse, Beavertail Light (1749), marked the passage into Rhode Island’s Narragansett Bay…”

“…New London Light (1760) in Connecticut survived the Revolution…”

“…Sandy Hook Light (1764) stood near the mouth of the Hudson and showed the way to New York City’s harbor…” [Photo caption: “The oldest standing light tower in the United States …]

 “”Guiding ships into Delaware Bay and the river beyond, Cape Henlopen Light (1765) was one of  the most important navigational markers in America. … Burned … in 1777, Cape Henlopen Lighthouse was repaired and relit in 1784.”

“Charleston Light (1767) … for decades it was the only significant navigation light south of the Virginia capes.”

Others included by Jones:

1768 –Plymouth Light, Massachusetts

1771 – Portsmouth Light, New Hampshire


1771 – Cape Ann Light, Thatcher Island, Massachusetts


1784 – Great Point Lighthouse, Nantucket, Massachusetts


1788 – Newburyport Light, Massachusetts
 

Lighthouses Constructed Under 1789 Federal Act:

“In 1789, as president, he urged Congress to make lighthouses a national priority.  The Congress responded by passing a ‘Lighthouse Bill,’ only the ninth piece of legislation enacted by the nation’s fledgling government.  This bill placed all existing coastal lighthouses under federal control …”

“… construction program (of the new Lighthouse Service).  Lighthouses either completed or under construction by the end of the eighteenth century included those at Cape Henry, Virginia (completed in 1791)(sic); Portland Head, Maine (1791), Tybee, Georgia (1791); Seguin, Maine (1795); Bald Head, North Carolina (1796); Montauk Point, New York (1797); Baker’s Island, Massachusetts (1798); Cape Cod, Massachusetts (1798); Ocracoke, North Carolina (begun in 1798); Gay Head, Massachusetts (1799); and Eaton’s Neck, New York (1799).”

I.  Norfolk, Virginia Branch of the Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities, The Old Lighthouse at Cape Henry, Virginia.
“Without delay (Henning Vol. 13, Chap. V. page 3) on November 13, 1789, the State of Virginia ceded two acres of land at Cape Henry to the Federal Government upon condition that a Light House be erected there on.  The Federal Government lost little time.  … In March 1791 it concluded a contract with Jno. McComb, Jr., to erect and equip a Light House at a cost of $17,500.00 and in accordance therewith he promptly completed The stone structure now standing.  The first Light House erected by the Federal Government.”

J.  Bill Caldwell, Lighthouses of Maine  (Portland, Maine: Gannett Books, 1986).
“Portland Head Light is historic – one of the oldest lighthouses in the nation.  It was begun in 1787 by order of President George Washington (sic).”

“Construction of the light first begun in 1787 under supervision of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, of which the District of Maine was then a part, and was taken over by the newly-established federal government headed by George Washington…”

V.  Summary and Conclusions

      Based on the above, it can be seen that Old Cape Henry Lighthouse was the first Federally authorized civil works project and was the first construction project undertaken by the Federal Government (as opposed to the first assisted-project, which would be Portland Head).  Therefore Cape Henry Lighthouse should be named an American Society of Civil Engineers’ Landmark.  This conclusion is based on the evidence based on the fact that every other observer has reached this conclusion. 
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