
 
 

Abstract 

Illuminating the Lighthouse:  

An Historical and Archaeological Examination of the Causes and Consequences of Economic 

and Social Change at the Currituck Beach Light Station 

By  

Bryan Scott Rose 

November 2017 

Director: Dr. Nathan Richards  

Department of History, Program in Maritime Studies  

 

The purpose of this project was to gather historical and archaeological data to illuminate 

potential relationships between economic and social investment in lighthouse complexes, and 

enhance an understanding of the multitude of factors that drive the establishment and 

development of lighthouse communities. The community surrounding the Currituck Beach Light 

Station in Corolla, North Carolina served as a case study for this thesis. Historical and 

archaeological information was gathered from several sources and was assessed for correlation. 

Analysis discovered that most change occurring at the lighthouse compound and community was 

due to investment in technological advancement. Most recent changes resulted from resource 

preservation and tourism investments. 
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Chapter 1: Spark of Interest, an Introduction 

 

Introduction to the Study 

 

Many aspects of lighthouses have been researched through the years. Most studies pertaining to 

lighthouses are divided into several categories. One category focuses on lighthouse architecture 

and technology, as well as other supporting structures on site. Topics covered in this category 

include moving lighthouses, as took place with the Cape Hatteras (North Carolina) lighthouse 

(Snead 2010), and reconstructing lighthouse privies (Cummings 2007). Another category of 

study concerns conservation, maintenance, and management of lighthouses. This includes 

maintenance guidelines (Schweikert 1995), environmental impacts (Amos 2002), and 

preservation status assessments (Hubbell 1988; Holthof 2008). The third research area concerns 

the daily life of light station residents. Light stations were often isolated, which created unique 

living environments for the inhabitants. The children of keepers were often unable to attend 

school outside of the home. These extreme living conditions created an avenue for research and 

generated human interest topics, such as an examination of the lifestyles of female light keepers 

(Clifford and Clifford 1993; Thomas 1997). A final category of study includes the specific roles 

of lighthouses. This topic covers a variety of research interests, such as the role of a lighthouse as 

a tourist destination and their interpretation to the public (Thomas 2005), or how lighthouses 

connected industries on the Great Lakes (Kozma 1987; Gillis 2011). 

While much research concerning lighthouses has been conducted already, there are still 

opportunities for novel forms of analysis. This thesis presents new avenues for studying 

lighthouses in North Carolina, specifically the Currituck Beach Light Station. This chapter 

presents the research questions, introduces the case study, and describes how the research is
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 organized. While drawing from the four previously mentioned study categories, this thesis 

expands lighthouse research by including an often-understudied aspect of lighthouse 

communities. 

  

Research Questions 

 

A light station is no mere beacon ï it is an ever-changing complex of buildings on a footprint 

that has been altered considerably over time due to fluctuations in its management and the world 

that surrounds it. As people populated the area around a lighthouse, the dynamics of culture 

inevitably changed. What were those changes? Did economic growth correlate with other events, 

such as shipping activity or shipwrecking events? This study expands perceptions of the evolving 

roles of lighthouses within the landscape and community that surrounds it. It used the Currituck 

Beach Light Station (CBLS), located in Corolla, North Carolina, as a case study to determine if 

archaeological and historic evidence demonstrated how local, state, and federal economic 

investment in tandem with social developments impacted and guided the development and 

changing role of the light station within its community. This thesis introduces this type of 

approach to the subject of lighthouse communities. 

This study analyzed a series of secondary research questions in consideration of the 

economic and social conditions that affect and are affected by adjacent light station 

communities:  

¶ What are the economic factors that guided the development of the Currituck Beach Light 

Station? 

o What role did federal investment play in this process and what trends influenced 

this investment? 
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o What role did state investment play in this process and what trends influenced this 

investment? 

o What role did local investment play in this process and what trends influenced 

this investment? 

¶ What are the social factors that guided the development of the Currituck Beach Light 

Station? 

o What are the changes in population trends over time in this specific coastal 

community and how do they correlate with other factors such as shipwrecking 

events and economic investment? 

o What risk management strategies were implemented, when, by who, and why?  

o How did technological change affect the community? 

¶ What historical and archaeological data indicates a need for a lighthouse structure at the 

location of the Currituck Beach Light Station during the last half of the 19th century? 

 

Introduction to the Site 

 

Lighthouses along the Atlantic coast did not escape the destructive nature of the Civil War. 

Many were destroyed or their lenses demolished or removed for maritime tactical advantage. As 

reconstruction began after the war, several lenses were recovered or rebuilt, and many 

lighthouses were returned to working order. There were, however, remaining unlit areas along 

the coast. One of these was near a sparsely inhabited strip of dangerous coast along North 

Carolinaôs northern Outer Banks. Because of this, several structures were contracted along the 
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coast to bring light to the region. One of these was the CBLS, which was established in 1873 at 

Corolla, North Carolina, and began operating on 1 December 1875 (Edwards 1999:9).  

 Construction of the lighthouse was completed in 1875, but the exterior retains its original 

red brick color (Holland 1989:181). This daymark distinguishes it from the other tall coastal 

lighthouses along North Carolina's coast (Khoury 2003:22; Shelton-Roberts and Roberts 

2011:121). A daymark is a color combination or pattern visible during the day that distinguishes 

a lighthouse from others along the coast. The lighthouse tower contains over one million bricks, 

and there are 6 exterior and 214 interior steps to reach the top. The lighthouse, which has iron 

and granite window decorations and a copper sheeting roof, employs a first order Fresnel lens. 

The lens was made by Sautter, Lemonier et Cie., a French optics manufacturer. A nearby 

lifesaving station was established in 1874 in Jones Hill. The lifesaving station site was most 

likely chosen to be near the lighthouse. Both were under construction at the same time and 

provided an environment conducive to cultural and economic growth (Marano 2012:20). In 

1876, the two and a half story CBLS keeperôs house was completed. In 1920, a second, smaller 

keeper's house was added to the complex. The supporting structures for both keepersô houses 

included cisterns, privies, and storehouses (United States Department of the Interior, National 

Park Service [NPS] 1999:7.3-5). 

 The first keepers of the CBLS arrived soon after its construction. Although they were 

few, the keeper and his family increased the population percentage substantially. There was little 

service for most lighthouse workers; supplies and mail were brought to the complex periodically. 

What many today perceive as isolation, was an accepted lifestyle among keepers of the time. 

Consequently, many lighthouse locations became a hub of activity in otherwise sparsely 

populated areas. The few inhabitants around CBLS, Whalehead as locals knew it, were 
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subsistence farmers who raised livestock and harvested feral pigs. The area was originally called 

Coratank, a term local Native Americans used to refer to wild geese. A few people came to work 

and live at the light station, but the activity of construction and supply for the structure created a 

farther-reaching impact on the area (NPS 1999:8.4). 

With increased traffic to the area, Whaleheadôs reputation as a hunting haven for 

waterfowl soon spread. The Whalehead Club (Corolla Island) was built adjacent to the light 

station in 1925 (Figure 1.1). It was established by a New Jersey businessman as a hunting club 

and second home (Davis 2004:48). The 21,000-square foot home was later sold in 1939. The 

houseôs Art Nouveau style architecture was a stark contrast to the simple life evident on the 

island (NPS 1999:7.2).  

 
Figure 1.1. A view of the Whalehead Club from the CBLS (B. Scott Rose 2015). 
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 When the Currituck Beach Lighthouseôs signal became automated in 1939 by an electric 

generator, the light keepers were no longer necessary and their employment was terminated. This 

contributed to the deterioration of most of the complex. With the exception of a brief period of 

construction and use by the United States Coast Guard (USCG) during World War II, the site 

was abandoned until 1980. Eventually, efforts were made to conserve and maintain what was left 

of the site (NPS 1999:8.8).  

The Outer Banks Conservationists (OBC) was formed in 1980 and began reconstruction 

of the CBLS. John Wilson IV, great-grandson of the last keeper at the Currituck Beach 

Lighthouse, was one of the founding members of OBC. By 1990, the lighthouse tower was 

reopened to the public for climbing (Khoury 2003:58). OBC currently owns the tower and 

maintains controls of the property, which remains open to the public (Shelton-Roberts and 

Roberts 2011:112). 

Today, the lighthouse structure is in its original unpainted form and is now well 

preserved. Many original structures are still in place, and the lighthouse retains its original first 

order Fresnel lens (NPS 1999:7.3). Because of the quality of its preservation and its historical 

significance as an 1873 lighthouse, it has been listed in National Register of Historic Places 

(NPS 1969; 1999). Regardless, some movement and loss of structure has occurred. The changing 

footprint of buildings, the evolving property lines, and the myriad economic and social changes 

occurring around the station made it a perfect candidate for study. This thesis considers how the 

causes and consequences of social and economic change in northeastern North Carolina may be 

discerned and interpreted in the historical and archaeological record. 

 

 



7 
 

Thesis Organization 

 

This thesis first provides the reader with a basic historic understanding of the period involving 

the CBLS. It then discusses the theoretical approach used in this research, details the data 

collection methods, the types of datasets recorded, and interpretation of that data. A discussion of 

the research questions is presented in the final chapter.  

Chapter 2 details the historic information pertaining to the CBLS and surrounding 

community. The chapter begins with the invention of the Fresnel lens and ends with the 

reconstruction of site structures and discusses how the site looks today. Primary sources were 

used when possible to produce the historic narrative. Much of the historic data was collected in 

North Carolina. The CBLS maintains a digital collection of documents that provided a great 

amount of those referenced in this work. Several documents were found in online digital 

collections available through various sources. 

 Chapter 3 explains the theoretical approach of this thesis, which was provided by Michael 

B. Schifferôs behavioral archaeological model (Schiffer 1996). Formation processes included 

both non-cultural transformation and cultural transformation. This study's primary focus was on 

the cultural transformation processes that shaped the lighthouse complex and its surrounding 

community.  

 Chapter 4 reports the data collection methodology used in this study. Historical methods 

used in this study included consultation of secondary sources obtained through several libraries 

to track down primary sources. Primary source documents were directly gathered from various 

archives. Archaeological methodologies included the use of total stations, gradiometers, and 

metal detectors. These technologies were used in different combinations of terrestrial and 

underwater surveys. The author utilized Computer-Aided Drafting (CAD) and photogrammetry 
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software to create virtual three-dimensional (3D) models to compare structural elements, 

investment decisions, population trends, and space utilization techniques. Archaeological 

information was postprocessed and visualized using MagMap, Xchange 2, and ArcGIS 

(Geographic Information Systems [GIS]). The information gathered through the methods 

outlined above are explained in Chapter 5.  

 Chapter 6 describes ways in which the various datasets were analyzed. The analysis 

phase of this project was composed of three activities: quantitative analysis of historical records, 

digital modeling of archaeological data, and the merging of aggregated historical data into virtual 

modeling for geospatial analysis. After the historical and archaeological data was gathered, 

statistical analyses were conducted to investigate correlations between economic change and 

archaeological evidence or between the construction of the CBLS and shipwreck events. The 

economic and social investments made by local regional and federal entities in the events 

affecting the lighthouse complex throughout its history were evaluated through qualitative 

analysis of gathered historic documentation that describe the time, money, and effort expended 

on the topic. Comparisons were made among population trends, investment data, and shipwreck 

events. The archaeological data layers in ArcGIS were compared. Important correlations were 

highlighted and discussed. Locations of missing structures were estimated and illustrated. 

 Chapter 7 presents conclusions based on the data and answers the research questions set 

forth in the introduction. Future research, including new questions raised during this study, and 

limitations of this study are also discussed in this chapter. A discussion of how the data confirms, 

challenges, or adds to the historical record is also presented in this chapter.



 
 

Chapter 2: Revolution in Radiance, a Historical Narrative 

 

Introduction 

 

The Currituck Beach Light Station has long been a beacon of hope for seafarers and watermen 

along the northern stretch of the coast of North Carolinaôs Outer Banks. To understand the 

history of the lighthouse compound, one must touch upon the technological, political, economic, 

and cultural environment in which it was conceived and constructed. Its geographic location, the 

people who kept the light burning, and its cultural impact are all important topics to be explored 

in this historical account of the maritime community.  

Local, regional, and national events through time impacted the minds and hearts of the 

people in control of the elements at the lighthouse site. A focused understanding of the cultural 

ideologies and political mindset of the individuals involved in changes at the location at different 

points in time is important for understanding the local pressures acting on the site. The 

construction of the lighthouse and its physical changes over time have been documented quite 

well. This documentation is significant for recognizing relationships of various public and 

private agencies on a larger scale.  

A chronological approach to the historical narrative is utilized in this chapter to illustrate 

the events of cultural and physical change in the community that surrounds the CBLS. The Pre-

Construction section describes the history of the community before the lighthouse was 

established, as well as preparations for construction of the site. The section labeled Construction 

Begins explains the construction activities on site. Community at the Complex illustrates 
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contemporary construction and investments in the community. Duties and Conflict describes 

activities at the CBLS and surrounding community from its founding until the end of the 19th 

century. In the section labeled A New Century, activities that occurred in the community during 

the first third of the 20th century are explained. Environmental and Political Issues follows these 

issues from their beginning to the siteôs initial abandonment. The section labeled After WWII, 

details activities in the community from the time of the CBLSôs initial abandonment to the early 

1980s. The final section, entitled Conservation Begins, describes efforts to reconstruct the site 

and explains the inevitable growth of the community until the recent era. 

 

Pre-Construction 

 

This area along the coast has been known by many names. The Native Americans called the 

region Coratank or Corotank, both of which are terms used to refer to the abundance of wild 

geese that propagated the area. The few people who did live on the strip of the island called it 

Whalehead, which is a name taken from an old story about a man finding an enormous whale on 

the beach. Per the tale, he drove his horse-drawn carriage into the dead beastôs mouth and 

straight into its head (Davis 2004:16). Representatives of the northern whaling industry often 

conducted expeditions off the coast between the Old Coratank and Roanoke inlets. Locals took 

advantage of whales that occasionally washed ashore to supplement their income. Eventually, 

they went to sea to catch their prey. In 1775, the British Parliament banned whaling and fishing 

along the coast of North America. After independence was gained, whaling activities resumed. In 

June of 1789, the New Currituck Inlet filled in forcing the inhabitants of the northern Outer 

Banks to rely more heavily on the sound instead of the sea (Davis 2004:21). Later, after a 
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thriving community had developed, a new post office was built with the designation of Corolla 

Post Office. The area has been known as Corolla ever since (NPS 1999:8.4). 

Why was Currituck Beach chosen as a location for a light station? The United States 

erected new lighthouses at dangerous locations along the Outer Banks. One such area was 

Whalehead, which was located midway between Cape Henry Light Station in Virginia and the 

Bodie Island Light Station in North Carolina. Whalehead was an ideal location for the last 

lighthouse built along the North Carolina coast (USLHB 1872:508, 1873:631; NPS 1999:8.3). 

This stretch of coast is especially dangerous to southbound traffic that travels close to the coast 

in attempts to avoid the northbound Gulf Stream Current. Visibility was also generally poor due 

to frequent fog. Additionally, there had been several wrecks along this stretch of coastline 

because captains mistook the Currituck Banks for the shoreline at False Cape, located just south 

of Cape Henry, Virginia (NPS 1999:8.2). To date, there are at least eighteen known shipwrecks 

just off shore at Currituck Beach (Holland 1989:180). One report indicates 56 wrecks over a 22-

year period at Currituck Beach (USLHB 1874:48). 

The lenses installed in North Carolinaôs tall lighthouses were a relatively recent 

technological advancement in the United States at the time. Invented by Augustin Fresnel, a 

French engineer in the first quarter of the 19th century, the apparatus was first used at the 

Cordouan Lighthouse in France in July of 1823 (Adamson 1955:39). After his initial installation 

proved successful, Fresnel created three successively smaller sized lenses and a classification 

system for them. First order lenses were the biggest and brightest, with the lenses decreasing in 

size to the sixth order, which was the smallest (Figure 2.1). Information about each of the Fresnel 

lenses can be found in Appendix A: Comparative Table of Lens Orders. By 1854, the Fresnel 

lens lit the entire French coastline (Levitt 2013:76).  
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Figure 2.1. Fresnel lens order description (Baiges 1988). 
  

Through a series of mishaps, wars, sabotage, and stubborn bureaucrats, the use of the 

Fresnel lens in a United States lighthouse was delayed until February of 1850. Part of the reason 
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for the delay in adopting this new technology was due to the reciprocal relationship between 

lighthouses in the United States and the whale oil trade. The CBLS used kerosene, but most of 

the United States lighthouse lamps were Lewis lamps. These used whale oil, whereas those of 

France and England used colza oil. The colza oil was extracted from the seeds of a rapeseed 

plant grown in Europe. Steven Pleasonton, the head of the United States Lighthouse 

Establishment, thought the use of anything but the less expensive Lewis lamp was preposterous 

(Levitt 2013:129-152). The Lewis lamp burned half as much oil as any other. Changing to a new 

lens system was also problematic for Winslow Lewis. Congress had contracted Lewis to supply 

all lighthouses in the country with his lamps, which incorporated his reflector designs. The new 

Fresnel lenses would have required modification of the lamp and removal of the mirror 

mechanism. The expense of these changes helped justify the old technology (Johnson 1889:14; 

Levitt 2013:129-152).  

Another impediment to installing Fresnel lenses in the United States was the Lighthouse 

Establishment, which existed between 1776 and 1851. This organization was more concerned 

with lighting dark coastal regions than experimenting with new technologies (Levitt 2013:144). 

In 1851, Congress ordered the creation of a board to research and report on lighthouse 

operations. The group completed their research and produced a damning report in short order. 

However, no immediate action was taken. A few months later, Baltic, a steamer with several 

congressmen on board, found itself in insufficient light and trapped by fog. The inability to 

navigate in those conditions was the impetus that led Congress to approve the creation of the 

United States Light-House Board (USLHB). The report identified the need for skilled 

construction of lighthouses and the use of the Fresnel lens (Dolin 2016:125-133). 
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 In 1855, the United States received the first shipment of Fresnel lenses and mounting 

hardware for installation as replacements for Lewis lamps. The replacement effort began at Cape 

Hatteras, where, arguably, the most dangerous strip of coastline on Americaôs shores existed 

(United States Congress 1885:193.339). Levitt (2013:180) noted, ñBy 1859, the Lighthouse 

Board had put a Fresnel lens in virtually every lighthouse in the United Statesò. Between 1850 

and 1860, the United States also expanded lighthouse construction. Over five hundred Fresnel 

lenses were installed by 1860, just prior to a civil catastrophe (Levitt 2013:180). 

The United States Civil War took its toll on the land and seascape, as well as on the 

minds and bodies of those involved. The Outer Banks of North Carolina did not escape the fury 

of battle, nor the destructive preparations of war. Both combatant forces needed supplies and 

favored sea routes over other transportation methods. All along the eastern seaboard, lighthouses 

had their lenses removed in preparation for their protection or to make transportation of goods 

more difficult for the enemy. Combatants believed that blockade-runners would be hindered by 

natural hazards if the navigation aids were eliminated (Naish 1985:35).  

These lenses were valuable. When removed for tactical purposes, they were packed away 

with utmost care, with the presumption that they could be replaced after the hostilities had 

expired and regular economic activity had resumed. In some cases, the buildings were damaged 

and never used again, or the lenses were lost due to the death of the caretaker. During 

reconstruction efforts in the south, many prisms were recovered or keepers ordered replacement 

glass from the original French manufacturer (Levitt 2013:196). 

Another technological advancement expanding across the globe was the electric arc light. 

This technology was fully adopted in Europe by the 1880s. Most of the advancements in seamark 

technology in the United States during this time were concentrated on audible signal 
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technologies. After the Civil War, the use of electric lighting was a well-established trend in 

United States lighthouses (Levitt 2013:218-222). It was another fifty years before electric 

lighting was utilized in the CBLS (NPS 1999:7.4).  

Developments in steam power helped advance this type of lighting. Steam engines 

powered electric generators, which, in turn, powered the lights. This technology required more 

training for keepers and more money for installation, maintenance, and supplies. Electricity 

usage resulted in a more powerful light and a more technologically advanced national image. It 

symbolized national wealth, political power, and modernity (Schiffer 2005:292, 2010:138-140). 

The United States was in no position to make the tradeoff until well after the turn of the 20th 

century. The CBLS would finally be electrified in 1933, replacing the outdated oil lamps 

(Currituck Beach Light Keepers Journal [CBLKJ] 1933:1). 

 

Construction Begins 

 

In 1873, the federal government purchased the site for the Currituck Beach Light Station. Early 

the next year, construction began on the 162-foot structure located between the Cape Henry 

Light Station in Virginia and the Bodie Island Light Station in North Carolina (USLHB 

1873:631). At Currituck Beach, temporary living quarters for the workmen, a carpenter's shop, a 

blacksmith's shop, and a cement shed were erected at the site. Construction managers utilized 

barges to transport the building materials to the lighthouse wharf. A rail system ran from the end 

of the pier to an area near the future base of the tower (USLHB 1873:631; NPS 1999:8.4).  

A local contractor named Dexter Stetson built several lighthouses along the coast 

including the CBLS (Stetson 1876:1). He was contracted to build the Cape Hatteras and Bodie 
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Island lighthouses to specifications set forth by the USLHB (Stick 1982:65-68). The CBLS tower 

is identical in construction that of the Bodie Island structure with two exceptions: the Bodie 

Island Lighthouse had no piles driven for the foundation, and the tower at Currituck has an extra 

exterior step (NPS 1999:8.9). The large keeperôs house was one of two that were the first built in 

this style (Victorian Stick) and floorplan.  

Initial work at the site included construction of a wharf, rail system, and buildings to be 

used as construction shops and storage areas for construction materials. The site was remote, and 

movement of building materials was a concern. The wharf was constructed over 1,500 feet out 

into the sound to accommodate the draft of supply boats. The wharf had a rail system 

incorporated within it to transport materials from the dock to the building site (USLHB 

1873:631; 1875:45). The carpenterôs shop was finished on 6 June 1874 and pile driver derricks 

were raised on 17 June of the same year. Thirty- five piles were driven during the month (Figure 

2.2). Iron from the railroad was gathered for the blacksmith to create necessary hardware for 

future use in construction (USLHB 1873:631; Haines 1874:1)  

Construction of the lighthouse began with piles that were driven 22 to 24 feet into the 

ground by a steam pile driver. Builders placed a wooden grillage system on top of the pilings. 

Concrete was used to fill between the pilings and the grillage system (USLHB 1873:631). 

Masons constructed a multi-component foundation between the grillage system and the double- 

walled brick conical tower (Figure 2.2). A construction progress report written by Peter Haines, 

Lighthouse Engineer from the 5th District, to Joseph Henry, Chairman of Lighthouse Board, 

explains: 

July for month of June  
The carpenterôs shop was finished on the 6th of the month. The derricks for the 

pile-driver were raised at the site of the tower and ready for work on the 17th. New 
runners, braces, bolts, rollers, etc. have been prepared for the pile driver, it was set up, 
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and the engine put in readiness for the operations on the 19th on which day the work, of 
driving the tower piles was commenced. Before the first pile was driven, however, the 

engine failed to work on account of the pump being out of order. This defect was repaired 
and the driving again commenced. Owing to the wearing away of the pile driver runners, 

work was suspended on the 26th to wait for iron with which to [cover?] the runners. The 
latter were repaired on the 29th and the pile driving again commenced. Thirty- five (35) 
piles were driving during the month.  

The blacksmith has been engaged in making bolts, staples, etc., for pile driver; 

bolts for derrick and outer pier; thimbles for guys; cant [?] for moving piles; hinges, 
staples, etc., for shed and shed doors, and bands, shackles, pins [?] and keys for use in 

driving piles.  

The labours were engaged the first half of the month in removing railroad iron 
from old stringers, hauling lumber and piles from wharf to site, and stowing the old iron 

in blacksmithôs shop the other part of the month they were at work about the pile-driver, 
taking bark off piles and preparing them for driving, sawing wood and splitting logs (tops 
off piles) for fuel for the engine.  

The chartered sloop ñVirginiaò has made one trip to Tullôs Creek Mill after 

lumber and four trips to Churchôs Island and Coinjock after mule, provisions, 
blacksmithôs coal, etc. (1874:707-709). 

 

Currituck Beach Lighthouse itself is visually distinctive because it is the only unpainted 

lighthouse in North Carolina. Since the Cape Lookout, Cape Hatteras, and Bodie Island 

lighthouses had already adopted the diamond, candy cane, and horizontal patterns, the USLHB 

decided to leave the Currituck Beach Lighthouse unpainted. When the sun sets over Currituck 

Sound, the unpainted red bricks glow with a light that appears to emanate from within, softening 

the imposing water (Edwards 1999:11). The tower was completed in December of 1875. 

Completion of the two and a half story keeperôs house occurred in 1876. Two identical 

storage buildings were added to the site on the north and south perimeters (USLHB 1876:771). 

These were the primary structures until 1920 when workers brought a second, smaller keeper's 

house to the compound and reconstructed the wharf (USLHB 1920:754). The supporting 

structures for both keepersô houses included cisterns, privies, and storehouses (NPS 1999:7.3-5). 
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Figure 2.2. Sketch by Dexter Stetson, Superintendent of Construction at Currituck (Stetson 

1873). 

 

Community at the Complex 

 

After its construction, the lighthouse had its first keepers. During this early period, there were 

few social services of any kind for most lighthouse workers. Before establishment of the post 

office, most supplies and mail were brought to the compound periodically. Early on, the keepers 

would make the ten-mile round-trip across the sound to Long Point, a lighthouse outpost and 

supply depot for lighthouse keepers in the area, and other locations for supplies. Perceived 

isolation was an acceptable lifestyle among keepers of the time (USLHB 1905-1920). The few 
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inhabitants around Whalehead were subsistence farmers who raised livestock, hunted and, 

domesticated feral pigs (NPS 1999:8.4).  

 Two contemporary developments occurred in 1874. The Jones Hill Lifesaving Station 

was one of several that had been placed approximately every four miles along the Outer Banks. 

Undoubtedly, there were interactions between the staff of these stations and the staff of the 

lighthouse station due to both the similarity of goals and the necessity of work communications 

(Mobley 1994:27). 

 The Lighthouse Club, one of several hunting clubs developed around Currituck in the last 

quarter of the 19th century, was established. Soon the area became a hunting and leisure area for 

northeastern businessmen who wanted to take advantage of the bountiful duck and geese around 

the area. Many enterprising young locals began working at these clubs as guides for hunting 

trips. Some locals became commercial hunters, supplying their game to the northeast markets. 

These activities continued well into the 20th century (Davis 2004:34; NPS 1978:8.1). 

 It did not take long for the population to grow to the extent that it required a post office. 

In 1896, Emma Parker, the villageôs first postmaster, requested that the United States Postal 

Service establish a facility in Whalehead. Eventually, the name Corolla was accepted for the new 

community post office, which was constructed soon after (NPS 1999:8.5).  

 

Duties and Conflict 

 

While there was structural and landscape change at the light station from 1875 until 1933, the 

responsibilities at the lighthouse were mostly unchanged throughout this period. These duties 

consisted of ensuring that the light continued burning and that upkeep and maintenance on the 

mechanical equipment, including on the tower itself and on the first order Fresnel lens, was 
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performed. The keeper also recorded observations and weather conditions and maintained the 

grounds and other on-site structures. A new lamp was installed in May of 1881. The Funckôs 

Hydraulic Float Lamp lasted for three years when the fuel type changed (Figure 2.3) (CBLKJ 

1881:2). The light was originally powered by lard fuel, but on 12 April 1884, the lamp and 

fixtures had to be reconfigured to accommodate kerosene fuel (CBLKJ 1884:2; USLHB 

1884:51). Keepers stored this fuel in the oil-house and storehouse and had to carry it to the 

various locations where it was needed, including to the tower light. At times, keepers or assistant 

keepers took a boat to the mainland to retrieve supplies or personnel for new duties in Corolla. 

The keeper and assistants took time from their regular duties to butcher hogs or harvest crops 

from the half-acre garden that was located on site (NPS 1999:8.6). In mid-May of 1880, First 

Assistant Mr. Heath was given permission to move the former temporary home of J. W. Lewis, 

the Superintendent of Construction, to a location that was more convenient to his quarters, which 

could be used as a ñcook houseò (Babcock 1880:1). In the 1880 census, 24 people were reported 

living in the large keeperôs house (United States Bureau of Census [USBC] 1880:49.22). 

The pier at the lighthouse was completely rebuilt in 1888 and again in 1902, a major 

maintenance endeavor. A shed was constructed at the end of the pier, and the call bell system 

was installed in 1888, as well (USLHB 1888:85). The pier structure required frequent 

maintenance and upkeep, possibly due to early dock construction techniques or wear and tear of 

daily use and weathering. In 1892, approximately 3,000 feet of fencing was rebuilt (USLHB 

1892:92). The USLHB completed a topographical survey of the lighthouse site in 1894 (USLHB 

1894:98). A temporary iron oil-house was built on the site, and 280 feet of board fence and two 

gates were installed in 1896 (USLHB 1896:87).  
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Figure 2.3. Funckôs Hydraulic Float Lamp Lantern, employed in the CBLS. (Authority of the 
Light-House Board 1881:100). 

 

 

The keepers at the CBLS saw many wrecks during their stay at the site. None, however, 

were as influential as the wrecks of USS Huron and Metropolis, which took place in the winter 
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of 1877 and 1878. These two wrecks were especially tragic. A course error caused USS Huron to 

run aground off the coast of Nags Head. The iron-hulled gunboat was nearly 200 yards from 

shore, but the heavy sea and bad weather took the lives of 98 crewmen. It was decided that the 

United States Lifesaving Service (USLSS) was inadequately funded to handle the disaster. Soon 

after, Metropolis ran hard aground near the CBLS (The Washington Post 1878:1; The New York 

Times 1878:2). Although various media outlets reported different numbers, it is believed that 

102 lives were lost because the USLSS had been ill-prepared for the disaster (Mobley 1994:66-

73; Duffus 2007:144-145). Figure 2.4 depicts a victim of the Metropolis wreck. The occupants of 

the CBLS played a significant role in the rescue and recovery effort. The primary lighthouse 

keeper of the CBLS gave a statement about the event to Walter Walton, the Assistant Inspector 

and Acting Superintendent of the USLSS. Keeper N. G. Burris described the efforts of those 

civilians and how the USLSS helped many people return to shore. He also described the recovery 

efforts of the following days: 

When near the lighthouse I turned and looked back and the mast had fallen, and no 

sign of the vessel remained. I took one of the survivors home with me, and shortly 
after my arrival, a great many more of the survivors in an exhausted and destitute 

condition flocked to the house. I furnished food and shelter for sixty-one persons 
that night, and for about seventy-six for breakfast and dinner and sheltered them 
that night and gave them a breakfast the following morning (Saturday). They left at 

noon for the steamer to Norfolk, Va. This is all I know in relation to the wreck of 
the steamer Metropolis. N. G. Burris (1878). 

 

These events forced changes in the funding of the USLSS. Public outcry was the major 

factor in the decision to increase hours and training for those employed by the Service, as well as 

increase the number of lifesaving facilities along the coast. This increase created more jobs along 

the Outer Banks and a larger sense of community among the members of the USLSS and others 
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in the area, especially those who lived and worked at the lighthouses (The Washington Post 

1878:1; The New York Times 1878:2; Mobley 1994:73-76; Davis 2004:37-39). 

 

Figure 2.4. A victim of the Metropolis wreck (Leslie 1878:169:1). 
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A New Century  

 

Although cultural change and industrial advancements were occurring throughout the world, 

most of these changes did not directly affect the northern Outer Banks of North Carolina. There 

were a few significant changes that took place at the light station in the first quarter of the 20th 

century. Reconstruction of the Jones Hill Life Saving Service occurred closer to the lighthouse 

complex in 1903. Workers installed telephones at the compound in 1898, but lines were only 

connected to the lifesaving service nearby (Jones 1898). These new lines replaced the outdated 

call bell system of communication. On 30 December 1912, workers installed a new lamp in the 

tower. This new vaporizer lamp preheated the fuel and resulted in a brighter burning and more 

efficient light (CBLKJ 1912:5).  

An additional matching keeperôs house, Figure 2.5 below, was brought to the site in 1920 

by barge from the Long Point Light Station. The dwelling house was brought from Long Point 

and situated at the Club House Landing (CBLKJ 1920:3). The north storage building was moved 

eastward, parallel to the lighthouse tower. Workers placed the small keeperôs house over the 

north storage building foundation. This structure was originally built in 1881 (USLHB 1881:40). 

The use of the Long Point Light Station was discontinued by 1915. This structure became the 

second assistant keeperôs dwelling at the CBLS. 

The CBLS had many keepers throughout its history, though details of their experiences 

have been lost over the years. Jenny Edwards (1999) compiled many of their stories as a 

collection of oral histories of the CBLS in her work entitled To Illuminate the Dark Space. 

Meghan Agresto, Site Manager at the CBLS, gathered and digitally archived many documents 
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about the light station and its keepers, including a list of light keepers (Appendix B: List of Light 

Keepers). 

 
Figure 2.5. Small keeper's house at the CBLS (B. Scott Rose 2016). 

 

Other developments in the community effected the CBLS. With increased traffic to the 

area, Whaleheadôs reputation as a hunting haven soon spread. Edward C. Knight, Jr. was a 

railroad executive with the Pennsylvania Railroad and American Sugar Refinery from New 

Jersey who established Corolla Island as a hunting retreat and as his second home (Johnson and 

Coppedge 1991:95; Davis 2004:48-51). Knight built Corolla Island adjacent to the light station 

in 1925. The old Light House Club building was still on the site close to Knightôs proposed 

building location. Knight used the old building as a temporary residence during the construction 

of the new house (Davis 2004:54-55). 
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There is an indication that Knightôs wife, Marie Louise LeBel, influenced the 

construction of the house, visible in the distance in Figure 2.6. LeBel was an excellent shot with 

a gun, and upon being denied access to an all-male hunting club, she and her husband built the 

extravagant house and club where women were welcome (NPS 1978:8.1, Edwards 1999:23).  

 
Figure 2.6. The tower at the CBLS; Whalehead Club is visible in the background (John McCord 

2015). 
 

At a cost of nearly 400,000 dollars in 1920, Corolla Island was an architectural feat that 

brought more jobs to the area. The Knights employed several people from the community and 




























































































































































































































































































































































































