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The l i g h t  tower s t ands  on the  southern  edge of Old Po in t  Comfort, a 
peninsula  t h a t  marks t h e  n o r t h  s i d e  of the  ent rance  t o  Hampton* Roads Harbor. 
This neck of land,  o r i g i n a l l y  labeled  "Cape Comfort" by Chr is topher  ~ e w p o r t ' s  
exp lo re r s  i n  1607, provided a p r o t e c t i v e  b a r r i e r  f o r  t h e  o ld  p o r t  of Hampton. 

When t h e  p resen t  l ighthouse  was cons t ruc ted  i n  1802, t h e r e  was 
l i t t l e  else a t  Old Point  Comfort but  t h e  r u i n s  o f  a c o l o n i a l  defense  work, 
For t  George. I n  a s h o r t  t ime, however, t h e  massive Fort  Monroe rose  j u s t  
behind t h e  tower, i t s  embankment and moat w i t h i n  a hundred f e e t  o f  t h e  
s t r u c t u r e .  Southwest of the  tower is Engineer 's  Wharf, where J e f f e r s o n  
Davis was brought a shore  i n  1865 t o  begin h i s  fou r  and one-half month 
imprisonment a t  For t  Monroe. 

The tapered octagonal  a s h l a r  s t o n e  l ighthouse  r e t a i n s  i t s  o r i g i n a l  
appearance, al though the  l i g h t  mechanism has been changed s e v e r a l  t imes. 
Stone moldings a t  t he  base and top  add-architectural-finish t o  the  tower. 
Two windows on each o f  two opposi te  s i d e s  l i g h t  the  s tone  s p i r a l  stair, whic'? 
i s  approached by a door a t  t h e  ground l e v e l  on t h e  west s i d e .  The winding 
stair i s  cons t ruc ted  s i m i l a r w t o  those found i n  medieval European bu i ld ings ,  
w i th  the  o u t e r  end of each wedge-shaped s t e p  being keyed i n t o  the  wa l l .  
The inne r  ends of the  s t e p s  a r e  rounded t o  form the  continous c e n t r a l  pos t  
around which t h e  stair winds. The t r ead  of each s t e p  i s  f i n e l y  f in i shed ,  
whi le  the  under s u r f a c e  is roughly formed. 

The s t r u c t u r e  maintains a f r e s h  appearance due t o  r e g u l a r  white-  
washing o f  the  s toneworks. 

The l i g h t k e e p e r ' s  house, cons t ruc ted  bes ide  the  tower circa 1900, 
i s  a two s t o r y  frame s t r u c t u r e  wi th  s h i n g l e  and h o r i z o n t a l  board s i d i n g ,  
second s t o r y  overhang, and exposed frame decora t ion  of t h e  gables.  The 
f r o n t  gable  is f u r t h e r  e l abora ted  wi th  a sunburs t  mot i f .  The s c a l e  o f  t h e  
house emphasizes t h e  small s i z e  of t h e  tower, which is forty-seven f e e t  from 
base t o  f o c a l  p o i n t  of t h e  l i g h t .  

I . . 



= ~ ~ t o o  ( ~ h a c k  One or More aa Approprlslo) 

Pro.Columbianl 16th Century  0 18th Century 0 20th Century  

15th Contvry 17th Ccmury a 19th Century  

S P E C I F I C  O A T E I S I  (11 Applicable endKnownJ 

\ R E A S  OF SICNI F I C A N C E  (Cheek One or Mora aa Appropriate) 
Abor ipinol Education Politico1 Urbon Plann ing  

Prehistoric 0 Engineering ' Rsligion/Phi. Other (Spaclly) 

Historic 0 I n d u s t r y  losophy 

AgricuI1ure ' 0 Invention . . Science 

@ A ~ ~ h i t e c t u r e  0 Londscope ' S s u l p t u r s  

Ar t  Archi tec ture  . Social/Humon- 
Comrnerca Literature i t q r i o n  

Communisotions Mi l i ta ry  Thea te r  

Conservation M u s i c  Tronrportotion 

TATEMENT O F  S L C N I F I C I N C E  

The Virginia colony l o s t  i ts  chief  coast  f o r t i f i c a t i o n  when Fort 
George a t  Old Point Comfort was destroyed by the disast rous hurricane of 
1749. The second half  of the century saw no rebuilding of the f o r t i f i c a -  
t ions ,  and i n  1774 John Dames was employed a s  caretaker of the ruins.  
Tradit ion has it that'Dames overcsime h i s  boredom by operating a l i g h t  t ha t  
guided ships enter iug Hampton Roads. The Assembly recognized the impor- 
tance of t h i s  new ente rpr i se ,  and i n  1775 Dames was voted a yearly sa la ry  a 
twenty pounds to  continue maintaining the l i g h t  u n t i l  a permanent s t ructure  
could be bu i l t .  

Whether Dames' temporary operation was continued during the 
Revolution i s  not known, but i n  an a c t  dated January 2, 1798, t heVi rg in i a  
Legislature authorized the conveyance of 1and.at Old Point Comfort to  the 
Federal Government for  the purpose of erect ing a .lighthouse. I n  April  of 
tha t  year Congress approved an a c t  d i rec t ing  the Secretary of the Treasury 
to  contract  t o  have the l i g h t  bu i l t .  The present s t ruc tu re  was completed 
i n  1802, seventeen years before the Government began construction of Fort 
Monroe. Following the completion of Fort  Monroe i t  was thought tha t  the 
lighthouse should be incorporated in to  the For t ' s  s t ruc ture ,  fo r  a Congres- 
s iona l  a c t  of 1837 approved the expenditure of $6000 "for removing the 
light-house a t  Old Point Comfort in to  Fortress Monroe." The move was 
never made, however. 

The Old Point Comfort Lighthouse was held by Federal forces durir  
t hewar  Between the S ta tes ,  and i t  was j u s t  offshore t ha t  the c lash betweer 
the ironclads Monitor and Virginia took place on March 9,  1862. 

Unlike i t s  abandoned twin, New Point ~omfo= t  Lighthouse i n  
Mathews County, erected i n  1802, the Old Point Comfort Lighthouse remains j 

excel lent  condition and s t i l l  functions as a round-the-clock naut ica l  a id .  
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