


a .  BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Cape Henry Lighthouse i s  the first l i gh t -  
house s t ruc ture  authorized, f u l l y  completed, and l ighted by the newly 
organized Federal Government. It is an octagonal stone s t ructure ,  
faced with hewn or hammer-dressed stone--the f i r s t  of three lighthouses 
t o  be b u i l t  by John McComb, Jr. The tower was completed i n  October, 
1792, and it was l ighted i n  t h a t  same month. 
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From ear ly  colonial  times Chesapeake Bay boasted a . subs tan t ia l  
volume of shipping. For decades, however, e f f o r t s  t o  gain the benefi ts  
of a lighthouse were unsuccessful. The division of the Bay in to  two 
p o l i t i c a l  e n t i t i e s ,  Virginia and Maryland, made unif ied act ion 
d i f f i c u l t ;  the  comparative regular i ty  of the coast off  the Virginia 
Capes made it seem l e s s  pressing; and there was d i f f i c u l t y  i n  ge t t ing  
agreement among so many interested,  and often confl ic t ing plr t ies-- the 
two houses of the Maryland and Virginia Assemblies, the Br i t i sh  
Government, Lord Baltimore, and Br i t i sh  merchants trading t o  the 
Chesapeake. The lighthouse was not erected u n t i l  t h i s  complex 
s i tua t ion  had been simplified with the establishment of the  Federal 
Government. Then it became the first whose authorization and complete 
construction were undertaken. 

The oil-burning lamps of the Cape Henry Lighthouse were first 
l ighted l a t e  i n  October, 1792. From reports  and indications noted 
through the years, the l i g h t  a t  Cape Henry burned with regular i ty  i n  
subsequent years. The l a t e r n  itself, of course, underwent a number 
of improvements, and there were some s t ruc tu ra l  improvements a s  well. 
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During an inspection i n  1872 the s t a b i l i t y  and safe ty  of the 
old tower were f i r s t  questioned. Since it was considered "one of the 
f i rs t  l i g h t s  i n  i m ~ r t a n c e  along the coast," it was argued t h a t  a more 
powerful l i g h t  was needed. The recommendations did not ge t  immediate 
a t tent ion.  Finally,  an i n i t i a l  appropriation of $75,000 on June 20, 
1878, paved the way f o r  the s t a r t  of a new tower and i t s  associated 
f a c i l i t i e s .  The new tower was completed some 350 f e e t  southeast of 
the old one l a t e  i n  1881 and l ighted i n  December of t h a t  year. 
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After a new l i g h t  was placed i n  operation, the old tower remained 
a day-mark and i s  a l s o  used a s  a basis  f o r  coast  survey triangulation. 
It ceases, however, t o  be noted otherwise f o r  any lighthouse purpose. 
It did continue a s  a landmark. On April  23, 18% the Association f o r  
the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities placed on it a t a b l e t  marking 
the first landing of the English colonis ts  on Virginia 's  s o i l .  The 
o ld  tower thus became a forerunner of the Cape Henry Memorial. 
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I Cape Henry Lighthouse was the first lighthouse authorized, fully I 
I completed, and lighted by the newly organized Federal Government. 

I It is an octagonal stone structure, faced with hewn and hammer- 

/ dressed stone--the first of three lighthouses to be built by John I 
McComb, Jr.; it is the third oldest lighthouse in the United States. 
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I n  1930 the old tower and 1.77 acres  were deeded t o  the Association 
f o r  the Preservation of Virginia Antiquit ies.  When l a s t  v i s i t e d  i n  1962, 
the lighthouse appeared ra ther  unkept and obviously lacking i n  regular 
care. Its entrance door was unlocked and permitted v i s i t o r s  t o  come and 
go a t  w i l l .  There was no in te rpre ta t ion  offered t o  the public. Attention 
i s  drawn t o  it largely through occasional repa i r s  and on spec ia l  occasions 
such a s  Garden Week i n  Virginia and Cape Henry Day. 
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The s t ruc ture  appears t o  be so l id  though wind erosion a t  the base of 
the tower threatens serious damage. There was, however, strong loca l  
i n t e r e s t  i n  maintaining the lighthouse, both on the pa r t  of the Norfolk 
Branch of the APVA and segments of the  general public. The Ci ty  of 
Norfolk, Virginia Beach, and Princess Anne County have recent ly  
appropriated funds f o r  repairs ,  presumably t o  be done through the AWA. 

b. BOUNDARIES: Cape Henry Lighthouse i s  s i tua ted  on a small, c i r cu l a r  
mgund, about 40 f e e t  high, on 1.77 acres  of land, on the western s ide of 
Atlant ic  Avenue a t  the  junction of Atlant ic  Avenue and Cape Henry Drive, 
Fort Story. 
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Frank S. Melvin 
ORGbNIZATION D A T E  

Virginia S t a t e  Office, National Park Service 6/30/72 
S T R E E T  A N D  NUMBER: 

A s  the designated State IAaison Officer for the Na- 

tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Publ ic  1,ew 

89-665). 1 hereby nominate this  property for inclusion 

I hereby certify that this property ia included in the 

National Register. 

2" the National Register and certify that it has  been 1 evaluated according to the  criteria and procedures s e t  

forth by the National Park Service. The recommended 

level of significance of this nomination is: 

National State Local 

Ti t le  w Ksepsr of The Nelional Resister I 

Chiei, Off ice  of Archeology end Hisloric Preservation 
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