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A Light in a House



		Welcome to the magical and spooky world of lighthouses! A lighthouse is a tall structure by the coastline. At the top of that tall structure is a bright light called a beacon. Why is there a light in a structure by the sea? Well, the coastline is a dangerous place for ships because of hidden rocks and coral reefs. Many ships have been doomed by such hazards. A lighthouse warns ships’ captains about this danger. The captain can see the bright light from the lighthouse tower, and steer the ship away.



		The Lighthouse of Alexandria, built in the 3rd century BCE, was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world! It survived for more than 1,000 years before it collapsed in a series of earthquakes.
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Where Will You Find a Lighthouse?



		Because they warn ships about what’s in the water, lighthouses are often perched on a cliff above the stormy sea. But lighthouses aren’t always by the sea. Michigan borders four of the Great Lakes, and has more lighthouses than any other state – 124 to be precise!



		Sometimes a small rocky island – known as a skerry – will have a lighthouse. These incredibly isolated lighthouses are built out at sea, beaten by the ocean’s waves.



		The lighthouse of Sule Skerry sits 65 km (40 miles) west of the Scottish isles of Orkney in the North Sea. Until 1982 a lighthouse keeper had to live on this tiny island, keeping the beacon lit!
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The Lonely Life of the Lighthouse Keeper



		Can you imagine living on the skerry of Sule in the North Sea? Sounds pretty lonely, right. The life of a lighthouse keeper was a tough one in the past – the beacon needed constant attention. Only one lighthouse in America has a lift – usually the lighthouse keeper had to climb the steep stairs many times a day. Being isolated in a wild landscape is hard. Lighthouse keepers, known as ‘wickies’, have a reputation for madness. But now scientists suspect that it wasn’t the isolation that drove wickies mad, but handling a toxic element called mercury. These days, most lighthouses are automated. Mad wickies are becoming a thing of the past.



		
In 1777 Henry Whiteside was stranded for a month at Smalls Lighthouse (UK) because the high winds prevented his escape.
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The Lighthouse Tower



		The most important part of a lighthouse is its tower. At the top of the tower is the lantern room. All the walls of the lantern room are made of glass, allowing the beacon to project its light out to sea. Before electricity, the light came from an oil-burning fire that the lighthouse keeper had to keep ablaze, day and night. The tower is often painted white with red stripes so it can be easily spotted during the day.



		The tallest lighthouse in America is at Cape Hatteras in North Carolina. It’s 64 metres (210 feet) tall and has 257 steps up to the lantern room! Can you imagine climbing that every day?
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The Living Quarters



		As well as a tall tower, most lighthouses have living quarters where the lighthouse keeper can live. Sometimes the living quarters would be part of the lighthouse tower, but often they would be a separate outbuilding. That meant braving the storms when you had to check on the tower!



		A former lighthouse keeper described the stove as the heart of the lighthouse. If you lived in such a cold and lonely place you’d become attached to the stove, too!
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		More Than Lights



		Apart from a big bright light, lighthouses often have another system for warning ships of the danger. At sea the fog can become so thick that the light can’t be seen. Lighthouses are equipped with a foghorn for these misty days.
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How Things Changed



		Early fog signals were bells or gongs. Later, foghorns were steam-powered, so the lighthouse keeper had to keep a furnace roaring. Do you know the sound a foghorn makes? An enormous bellow!



		In the 18th century, the foghorn in Boston Harbour was actually … a cannon!
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Lighthouses and Shipwrecks



		Often a lighthouse wouldn’t be built until a number of ships had been wrecked on the rocks, and sailors’ lives were lost. Not only did shipwrecks involve a loss of life, but also a loss of money! One Spanish galleon that sank had gold on board worth almost 17 billion of US dollars. Can you imagine finding that while you were snorkelling? Even after a lighthouse was built, ships could easily get into trouble. In those days, there was no coastguard, so it would fall to the lighthouse keeper to perform brave rescues.



		Lighthouse keeper Ida Lewis became famous for her rescues off the coast of Rhode Island, USA. She was called ‘the bravest woman in America’ for saving the lives of at least 18 people.
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Smugglers Cove



		Amazingly, not everyone was in favour of lighthouses being built. When ships were wrecked rich pickings often washed up on the beaches. Coastal communities felt they had a right to these treasures, even if they came at the cost of the sailors’ lives ...



		Smuggler John Killigrew owned the lighthouse at Lizard Point on the Cornish coast (UK). When the light mysteriously went out in 1627 a ship carrying a cargo of silver bullion ran aground, leaving a rich booty on the shore. Was it a coincidence?
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		Lighthouse Spirits



		The lonely lighthouse is a pretty spooky setting. Maybe that’s why ghostly mysteries often surround lighthouses. Souter Lighthouse in Northern England is said to be haunted by the ghost of Isabella Darling. Spoons have been seen to float in the air and lighthouse visitors have been grabbed by unseen hands!
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		A Friendly Ghost



		Owls Head Lighthouse in Maine in the USA has a friendlier ghost. A spirit resembling an old ship’s captain is said to stay in the lighthouse, polishing the brass. Do you believe in ghosts?



		When the three lighthouse keepers at Eilean Mor (UK) disappeared, their last entry in the logbook detailed a brutal storm descending on the island. But witnesses from a neighbouring island reported that the weather was perfectly calm. What a mystery!
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Lighthouses Glossary



		Get to know the lingo of the wickies with this list of lighthouse words! How many can you remember?
Beacon, a light lit in a high position to act as a warning.
Reef, a hidden ridge of rock or coral, submerged beneath the sea.
Skerry, a small rocky outcrop out at sea.
Wickie, the other name for a lighthouse keeper! They are called wickies because they take care of the light’s wick.
Lantern room, where the light is kept, usually at the top of the tower.
Foghorn, a device to issue a loud noise, warning sailors of danger when it’s too foggy to see.
Galleon, a huge ship that sailed across oceans between the 15th and 18th centuries.
Bullion, heavy bars of gold or silver.
Smuggler, a person who brings things into a country to sell illegally.
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