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women’s public roles while increasing the importance of their home duties.'® The
separate spheres construct applied to white middle and upper class women and did not
hold true for many women who worked outside the home, who were widows, or who
were poor or non-'whjte.19 The female lighthouse keepers between 1820 and 1859 were
all white women of European-descent, who were hired by the federal government to work
within the home.

In Home and Work, Jeanne Boydston examines the relationship between gender
roles and industrialization that caused domestic work to become invisible. She refers to
this phenomenon as the “pastoralization of housework,” where women’s unpaid domestic
labor was viewed as having no economic value in the burgeoning industrial capitalist
model that prized the male wage earner.’’ The social value of this work, however, was
an important link to the overarching social construct of separate spheres. This dichotomy
of housework being invisible and yet important parallels the devaluation of lighthouse
work (which had many similarities with women’s domestic tasks) that maintained an
important part of America’s commercial system.”' Although unpaid, Boydston calculates
the financial worth of domestic work to “easily be worth upwards of $700,” and yet a
wage unattainable for the same work if pursued “outside of marriage.”** Boydston uses a

wealth of primary and secondary sources in her examination, but a majority of archival

'8 Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” American Quarterly 18, no. 2,
Part 1 (Summer 1966): 151.

' For analysis of other ethnic groups see Teresa Amott and Julie Matthaei, Race, Gender, and
Work: a Multi-cultural Economic History of Women in the United States (Boston: South End Press, 1996).

2 Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages and the Ideology of Labor in the Early
Republic (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 142-163. For more on the gendered separation of
work see Ava Baron, Work Engendered: Toward a New History of American Labor (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1991); Christine Stansell, City of Women: Sex and Class in New York, 1789-1860 (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986); Wilma A. Dunaway, Women, Work, and Family in the Antebellum
Mountain South (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).

2! Chapter Two examines the connection between women’s domestic work and lighthouse duties.

2 Boydston, Home and Work, 134.



documents hail from New York, Connecticut, and Massachusetts. The focus on the
northeastern United States is the main weakness of her analysis, so that her conclusions
can only be extrapolated to the larger experience of women.

In Revolutionary Backlash, Rosemarie Zagarri examines the political role of
women between the Revolution and the Age of Jackson. Unable to engage formally with
politics through the vote, women remained politically active in “benevolent activities,
charitable organizations, and social reform societies,” as well as through influencing
husbands and sons.?> The era that began with much hope for the expansion of women’s
political roles ended with a “conservative backlash” that effectively excluded women
from formal politics while simultaneously expanding enfranchisement to white males.**
Zagarri credits this negative response to the inability of a post-revolutionary patriarchal
society to extend equal rights to women, coupled with frantic industrialization, evolving
political parties, and an untrustworthy economy. She further argues that society accepted
the idea of separate gender spheres in an effort to give order to a swiftly changing
world.”> Thus, this “backlash” not only cut women out of formal politics but also did so
on a biological basis claiming women could never obtain the mental ability to engage in
politics no matter how much they were educated.”® Although appearing to focus on the
political life of women, Zagarri’s analysis demonstrates the complicated interaction
between gender and society in regard to women’s roles in general. These intricacies are
evident in the lives of female lighthouse keepers, most of whom were widows working in

predominately male occupation. Zagarri’s detailed analysis uses copious primary sources

2 Rosemarie Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash: Women and Politics in the Early American
Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 182.

24 Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash, 1-10.

23 7agarri, Revolutionary Backlash, 134-136.

26 Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash, 184-185.
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ranging from journals and speeches to literature and art along with secondary books and
articles.

Fifty-three women were appointed as keepers in the Early Republic during the
years 1820 to 1859 (Appendix A).2” As this timeframe coincides with dramatic political,
social and organizational changes within the United States and the administration of
lighthouses, it creates a fruitful area of study not only of women serving as keepers, but
of women and work in general during the Early Republic. This time period is often
overshadowed by the “golden age” of lighthouses, the late nineteenth century, and
conclusions about women keepers after the Civil War are often erroneously extrapolated
to those who kept lights before 1860. This not only clouds our understanding of female
lighthouse keepers, but also thwarts the historical interpretation of the complex nature of
women and work in the Early Republic.

This study began with the raw statistical information on female keepers from both
Women Who Kept the Lights and the USCG Historian’s Office, but was greatly expanded
upon by research conducted in archives and via correspondence. It does not include
Hannah Thomas, who served before the inception of the federal Lighthouse Service, or
women such as Kate Moore and Ida Lewis who did the work of keeping a light but were
not officially appointed as principal keepers until after the Early Republic.?® Nor does it

include any of the 240 women, keepers’ wives, who officially served as Assistant

%" From 1790 to 1820, no women were appointed as principal keepers either due to the smaller
number of established lights, the younger age of male keepers holding the positions, or other unknown
reasons.

28 Generally considered the first female lighthouse keeper in America from 1776-1790 at Gurnet
Point Light (MA), Hannah took over care of the light when her husband left to fight in the American
Revolution. The light was on the Thomas property and she tended it just over a year before hiring a man to
do the job. Thomas was the first woman to actually tend a light, but the new federal government did not
hire her. Kate Moore at Black Rock Harbor Light, Connecticut (unofficially 1817-1871, officially 1871-
1878), and Ida Lewis at Lime Rock Light, Rhode Island (unofficially 1857-1879, officially 1879-1911).
See Clifford and Clifford, Women Who Kept the Lights, 5-11, 13-17, 89-97.
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Keepers during the entire period of women lighthouse keepers.”’ This study endeavors to
uncover why the federal government employed women as principal keepers in the Early
Republic, and focuses solely on women who were hired in that capacity, not those who
were assistants or unpaid helpers.

This thesis begins with the organizational history of the Lighthouse Service
establishing a framework for the system in which women labored as well as the type of
work they performed. The next chapter investigates the appointment process of female
keepers to demonstrate the affect of cultural constraints on women, especially widows,
who sought employment as keepers. Finally, the pay for keepers from 1835 to 1855 is
analyzed to demonstrate the parity of women’s pay with that of men. Further, the lives of
three diverse female keepers are reconstructed to reveal the continuity of pay, cultural
constraints, and familial status.

The women hired as lighthouse keepers do not fit the stereotypical view of
women wageworkers during the Early Republic. They worked for the federal
government and labored within their home for wages equal to men’s compensation.
Examination of the women’s familial status and cultural factors, as well as the nature of
lighthouse work and their compensation, gives a better understanding of their lives and,
by extension, women in general in the Early Republic. They filled these predominately
male positions because lighthouse work had much in common with stereotypical

woman’s work, they were most often related to the previous keeper, and they fit within

** Clifford and Clifford, Women Who Kept the Lights, 209. Assistants were necessary at light
stations with more lamps, rotating mechanisms or fog signals. Consequently, the government allotted one
or more subordinate assistants due to the greater workload at larger lights. It was in the benefit of the
Department of the Treasury to allow female family members to be assistants because were already there
and often performing some part of the work. It was financially advantageous to the government since the
Lighthouse Establishment did not have to quarter a separate individual or family at additional expense.
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cultural ideals of gender roles. Women lighthouse keepers exist at the nexus of different
strands of historical investigation including gender, housework, widowhood, lighthouse
history and federal employment. The microhistory of female lighthouse keepers not only
brings to light their unique existence, but also through contrast elucidates the broader

experiences of other women during the Early Republic.
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CHAPTER II

LIGHTHOUSE ORGANIZATION AND LABOR

The early administration of the Lighthouse Establishment and the type of work
used at a lighthouse partially explains the employment of women as lighthouse keepers.'
From 1789 to 1852, the six different government officials who managed lighthouses had
many other pressing responsibilities that drew their attention away from overseeing the
Lighthouse Establishment. These administrators also often lacked the technical
knowledge of different lighting methods and lighthouse construction and placement
necessary to create a uniform aids to navigation system. Lighthouses were important to
navigation and commerce, but the work of tending a lighthouse was seen as mundane and
not “true” labor. As a result, the keepers hired were most often veterans, usually
suffering some sort of ailment or physical impediment, or widows.

The gentlemen who met in New York during the First Federal Congress in 1789
were not lighthouse buffs. They were merchants, traders, farmers and professionals faced
with the task of interpreting the new Constitution to ensure the security and growth of the
nation. The nascent Washington administration desperately needed the funds generated
by overseas trade to finance the growing federal government. Since most commerce and
transportation were waterborne in the late eighteenth century, lighthouses were vitally
important for safe navigation. Mariners relied upon well-marked shores to safely and
quickly transport goods and people to and from American ports. On 7 August 1789,

Congress passed the ninth law of the nation that established the federal funding “of all

! The federal organization within the Treasury Department first called the Lighthouse
Establishment would be renamed the Lighthouse Service in 1852, though both names would be used
interchangeably until the 20th Century where “Lighthouse Service” would be used until 1939.
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lighthouses, beacons, buoys and public piers erected...for rendering the navigation
thereof easy and safe.”” This new Lighthouse Establishment, as it became known, was
placed within the Treasury Department, further associating lighthouses with commerce.
The first American lighthouse had been built near Boston in 1716, and a total of twelve
stations were eventually signed over from the colonies to the federal government.’

Mirroring the general turbulent atmosphere that permeated many aspects of life in
the Early Republic, the new Lighthouse Establishment was often disorganized. For the
first seven decades, the Lighthouse Establishment was administered by six government
officials who had many other responsibilities and lacked specific knowledge of
lighthouse technology including lighting systems, lighthouse construction, and the most
advantageous placement of lighthouses. At the local level, the collectors of customs
received extra duty as superintendents of lights responsible for nominating keepers,
visiting lights annually, proposing lighthouse locations and overseeing contractors.
These superintendents were paid no more than $400 a year for the extra work and were
not chosen for the position due to any special technical knowledge.® Furthermore,

because they were federal appointments, collectors and lighthouse keepers were often

% An Act for the Establishment and Support of Lighthouses, Beacons, Buoys, and Public Piers.
Public Law 9, Stats at Large of USA 1 (1845): 53-54. For detailed information on the formation of the law,
including sectional tension between Northern and Southern mercantile interests that led to the building in
1792 of Cape Henry Light (VA), see U.S. Senate Historical Office, “The Lighthouses Act of 1789:
Legislative History,” (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1991) available online:
http://www.uscg.mil/history/regulations/1789 LH_Act.pdf.

> Boston Light, MA, 1716; Tybee Island Light, GA, 1736; Brant Point Light, MA, 1746;
Beavertail Light, RI, 1749; New London Light, CT, 1760; Sandy Hook Light, NY, 1764; Cape Henlopen
Light, DE, 1765; Charleston Light, SC, 1767; Plymouth Light, MA, 1768; Portsmouth Harbor Light, NH,
1771; Nantucket Light, MA, 1784; Newburyport Harbor Lights, MA, 1788. U.S. Coast Guard, “Historic
Light Stations,” U.S. Government, http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/USCGL ightList.asp.

* Stephen Pleasonton (hereafter Pleasonton) to Thomas Corwin (Secretary of the Treasury), 7 June
1851, in Report on the Condition of the Light-House Establishment of the United States, Under the Act of
March 3, 1851, U.S. Light-House Board, 32nd Cong., 1st sess., 1852, Ex. Doc No. 28, 269-270.


http://www.uscg.mil/history/regulations/1789_LH_Act.pdf
http://www.uscg.mil/history/weblighthouses/USCGLightList.asp
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hired and fired with the election of a new president, causing inconsistency in the
performance of duties.

Those seeking a lighthouse keeper position solicited appointments from the local
collector of customs, or through letters sent directly to the Secretary of the Treasury, or
even the President. Citizens, merchants, politicians and mariners submitted petitions and
letters on behalf of the nominee citing various factors such as the applicant’s
trustworthiness, knowledge, need and military service. The collector of customs
forwarded this information to Washington D.C., and the president, later the Secretary of
the Treasury, formally awarded the appointment to the collector’s suggested nominee or
someone else entirely.

As in Europe, the keeper position in America was predominately male, probably
because the position supported navigation and commerce (which was generally
considered to be under the purview of men), was a full-time long-term government job,
and was often used as political patronage. But in the Early Republic, women, specifically
widows and family members of a deceased keeper, actively solicited lighthouse keeper
positions. As most successful candidates for keeper positions were nominated at the local
level, the local community’s knowledge and support of the deceased keeper’s family was
important in helping the women obtain and keep a position. Still, although work at a
lighthouse had much in common with women’s traditional domestic duties, the
lighthouse keeper position remained male-dominated.’

From its inception in 1789 until 1820, the small lighthouse system was run

directly by the Secretary of the Treasury or by men appointed Commissioner of the

3 It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that the increase in mechanization and
employment benefits “professionalized” the position making it more attractive to men and causing the
eventual elimination of female lighthouse keepers by 1947.



16

Revenue.® The number of lights (twelve in 1789, fifty-five in 1820), as well as their
placement on the eastern seaboard, made such administration possible so that high level
officials were directly involved in approving lighthouse building contracts, arranging
supplies and appointing keepers.” From 1820 to 1852, the Fifth Auditor of the Treasury,
Stephen Pleasonton, “an accountant who knew nothing of lighthouses, lighthouse
equipment or engineering,” filled the position. Pleasonton’s lack of interest in
lighthouses caused the United States to lag behind Europe in the adoption of new
lighthouse technology.® During Pleasonton’s tenure, the number of lighthouses increased
from fifty-five to 331, greatly expanding his administrative duties.” Due to public
complaints about the inadequate placement of lights, their brilliance, and shoddy
craftsmanship of unscrupulous contractors, Congress launched investigations into
Pleasonton’s administration of the Lighthouse Establishment in 1838 and again in 1842.
Both investigations found the lighthouse system to be poorly equipped, constructed and
maintained but ultimately left the current administration in place, perhaps because of a
lack of maritime knowledge, money or attention as the nation underwent major political
and economic upheaval. 0 F inally, in 1851, Congress called for the establishment of a
quasi-military Lighthouse Board to replace Stephen Pleasonton. This organization

included naval officers, Army engineers and civilian scientists who divided the country

® U.S. Bureau of Lighthouses, The United States Lighthouse Service (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1916), 93. Secretary of the Treasury: 1789-92 Alexander Hamilton, 1802-
1813 Albert Gallatin; Commissioner of the Revenue: 1792-98 Tench Coxe, 1798-1802 William Miller Jr.,
1813-19 Samuel H. Smith.

" Dennis Noble, Lighthouses & Keepers: The U.S. Lighthouse Service and its Legacy (Annapolis,
MD: Naval Institute Press, 1997), 6-7; “...up to 1820 many matters, involving even routine business, were
approved personally by the President.” Bureau of Lighthouses, Lighthouse Service, 93.

¥ Wayne C. Wheeler, “The History of the U.S. Lighthouse Service Administration—Part I,”
Keeper’s Log 5, no. 2 (1989): 12. This new technology was primarily the far superior Fresnel Lens.

® Noble, Lighthouses & Keepers, 13.

' Noble, Lighthouses & Keepers, 9-10; Amy K. Marshall, “Frequently Close to the Point of Peril:
A History of Buoys and Tenders in U.S. Coastal Waters 1789-1939” (master’s thesis, East Carolina
University, 1997), 20-21.
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into districts and instituted much needed modernization of equipment and building
practices.'!

Pleasonton was a fiscally conservative bureaucrat managing many different
departments as well as the Lighthouse Establishment, but it was during his tenure that
women were first hired as lighthouse keepers.'? Of the fifty-three women keepers, none
were appointed before 1826. This was either due to the small number of lights, the
younger age of the male keepers, or the gender prejudice of the five previous
administrators. Under Pleasonton, the appointment of female keepers increased each
decade, from one in the 1820s to nineteen in the 1840s. What was it about Pleasonton’s
administration that supported this trend? Ultimately, Pleasonton’s dearth of lighthouse
knowledge and frugality opened an employment opportunity for certain women.

Marshall argues the generally held view that Pleasonton’s “lack of maritime
experience and understanding” caused him to treat the management of lighthouses as just
another administrative function and to rely heavily, and often erroneously, on “the
influence of self-serving individuals” more interested in obtaining government contracts
than producing quality items or building sturdy lighthouses."® Lighthouse illumination
technology in colonial America consisted of open fires or simple tallow candles, then

progressed to oil lamps with curved reflectors. In the 1780s, Aimé Argand of

! Light-House Board, Report, 5. Members were Commodore W. Shubrick (Navy), Commander
S. Du Pont (Navy), Brevet Brigidier General J. Totten, (Army Corps of Engineers), Lieutenant Coronel J.
Kearney, (Army Corps of Topographical Engineers), Professor A. Bache (Coast Survey), Lieutenant T.
Jenkins, (Navy). Eventually the Bureau of Lighthouses was established in 1910 as “the board which had
been necessary to oversee a system too complex for one man had now, itself, become obsolete.” This
would finally be folded into the USCG in 1939, with keepers leaving, working as civilians or joining the
USCG and serving until retirement or the automation of their light station. Wayne C. Wheeler, “The
History of the U.S. Lighthouse Service Administration—Part [1,” Keeper's Log 5, no. 3 (1989): 12.

12 pleasonton was also “...responsible for all domestic accounts pertaining to the Department of
State and the Patent Office, all bankers, consular and diplomatic accounts in foreign countries, as well as
census accounts, claims adjustments for foreign governments, and boundary commissioner accounts.”
Marshall, “Frequently Close to the Point of Peril,” 15.

13 Marshall, “Frequently Close to the Point of Peril,” 10.
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Switzerland greatly enhanced the oil lamp’s brilliance by designing a circular wick and
glass chimney that together allowed greater airflow, creating a brighter light that burned
oil more efficiently. '* In America, former sea captain Winslow Lewis engineered a
flawed copy of Argand’s lamp that, although not as refined as the original, was still

brighter and more efficient than the lamps then in use in the United States (figure 1).

Figure 1. Winslow Lewis’ Lamp with Reflector and Lens'’

The Lighthouse Board would acknowledge the lamp’s deficiencies in 1852 by
describing Lewis’ lamp as being “of improper dimensions, constructed of...not
economical materials, without professional or scientific skill.”'® In 18 10, Lewis patented

his lamp and two years later signed a seven-year contract worth almost $30,000 with the

' Noble, Lighthouses & Keepers, 14.

' Light Sources, Lenses Folder, Photos Box 4, Lighthouse Subject Files, U.S. Coast Guard
Historian’s Office, Washington, DC. The curved glass lens located in front (on the left in this illustration)
of the light was not part of Argand’s design, but an “improvement” by Lewis designed to amplify the light.
It was eventually removed from all lamps as experience demonstrated it actually diminished the light.

' Light-House Board, Report, 8.
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federal government to refit all lighthouses with his new lamp and to perform annual
maintenance.’

When Pleasonton assumed charge of the Lighthouse Establishment in 1820, he
was drawn to Lewis’ scientific and maritime knowledge, as well as to the efficiency of
the new lamp. For the next thirty years, Lewis would, with Pleasonton’s approval,
continue to garner contracts from Congress for supplying oil, building lighthouses and
servicing lamps. Pleasonton’s desire to save money and Lewis’ need to keep government
contracts, by offering lower bids for work, reinforced their business relationship at the
expense of quality and modernization. Lewis even usurped Pleasonton’s authority on at
least one occasion when he changed the Mobile Point Light in Alabama from a fixed to a
revolving light without prior authorization. Upon questioning by Pleasonton, Lewis
responded that the change was necessary to produce the best light and because the new
light would not possibly be confused with a nearby revolving light at Pensacola as “to
mistake one for the other would be like taking a star for the moon.”*® Pleasonton
accepted Lewis’ reasoning and subsequently defended the new light against critics, but
eventually the Lighthouse Board in 1852 would deem having similar lights so close
together a poor decision.'

Pleasonton’s thrifty nature and his reliance on Lewis’ knowledge is credited with
preventing the United States from seeking and adopting better lighthouse technology,

such as more efficient lamps and the Fresnel Lens.”” The Fresnel Lens, invented in

'7U.S. Light-House Establishment, Compilation of Public Documents and Extracts from Reports
& Papers Relating to Lighthouses... 1789-1871 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1871), 3-6.

'® Winslow Lewis to Pleasonton, 22 December 1835, in Light-House Establishment, Compilation
of Public Documents, 16-17,

' Francis Ross Holland, America’s Lighthouses: An lllustrated History (Mineola, NY: Dover
Publications, 1988), 16.

2 Noble, Lighthouses & Keepers, 16-21.
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France in 1822 by Augustin Fresnel, was widely adopted in Europe decades before being
instituted in the United States by the Lighthouse Board in the 1850s. The design used a
cocoon-like system of prisms around the light source to capture and project about eighty
percent of the light. In comparison, lamps with reflectors could only harness about
twenty percent. Pleasonton preferred the lamp system as they were cheaper to install, but
more expensive to maintain, while the Fresnel Lens was initially more expensive, yet

required less oil and maintenance.?'
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Figure 2. Argand’s Lamp with Parabolic Reflector and Fresnel Lens Panel

2! Light-House Board, Report, 118-122. The board computed that if Fresnel Lenses were
immediately installed in all the lighthouses, the United States would have a surplus of $150,040 by the end
of the fifth year due to the reduction in lamps and oil usage.

22 Thomas Stevenson, Lighthouse Illumination: Being a Description of the Holophotal System, and
of Azimuthal-Condensing, and Apparent Lights, with Other Improvements (London, England: John Weale,
1859), 40, figure 20. Notice how the Fresnel Lens captures and focuses light rays that escape from the
parabolic reflector. Fresnel Lenses varied in size and illumination strength based on their focal length (the
distance of the light source to the focal plane) and were classified from largest to smallest as first, second,
third, fourth, fifth and sixth order.
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Yet, it may not have been only thrift and poor personal judgment that plagued
Pleasonton’s administration, but also a bit of patriotic pride bordering on xenophobia, as
exhibited in his defense of American lights in 1847:

I would respectively inquire whether it would expedient or politie to

rely on a Foreign Government or Country for the means of lighting our

extensive Coasts, Lakes and Rivers, whilst the means afforded, and

employed, by our own Country are every way adequate to our wants,

and satisfactory to all our Navigating people so far as my knowledge

extends.”

Pleasonton’s frugality coupled with his dependence on Lewis for technical and
maritime advice meant the early Lighthouse Establishment continued to use low quality
supplies causing more work for the keeper. Poor lamp design and low quality oil caused
soot build up and necessitated wick trimming every few hours. The substandard oil
would thicken in cold weather or from impurities, requiring the keeper to preheat the oil
and fuss with the lamp. Although lighthouse duties always involved cleaning,
Pleasonton’s use of substandard lamps required more upkeep and cleaning, causing
lighthouse work in America to be even more associated with the daily household tasks
performed by women. Pleasonton’s refusal to switch to the Fresnel Lens also kept
America’s lighthouses less technical and professional, making the position of lighthouse
keeper not as sought after by healthy men with other employment opportunities in the
growing market economy. Pleasonton’s thriftiness also caused him to hire thirty-one

keepers’ widows in order to maintain continuity of the light as well as save money by not

spending time on finding a replacement (a phenomenon explored in Chapter Three). The

2 Pleasonton to John A. Dix (Chairman of the Committee of Commerce), January 1847, Box 7
1840-1849, NC-31 Series 17G Miscellaneous Letters Received 1784-1853, Record Group 26: Records of
the U.S. Coast Guard (hereafter RG 26), National Archives & Records Administration, Washington, DC
(hereafter NARA). Pleasonton’s use of “politie” further gives the connotation of being in the defense of
the new U.S. Government.
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nature of the work, the low opinion of the occupation and the support of hiring widows
opened the position of lighthouse keeper to women in increasing numbers during
Pleasonton’s administration.

The prevailing work at a lighthouse included tending the light, cleaning
lighthouse instruments and buildings, and keeping records of supplies, all traditional
women’s work. Women had long been associated with maintaining the lights and fires
within a home. In Western tradition, this association stretches as far back to ancient
Greece where the goddess “Hestia stays at home on Mount Olympus to keep the fires
alight.”®* During the Early Republic, women continued the practice of maintaining fires
for cooking and warmth, as well as candles and lamps for illumination. Both Lydia
Maria Child and Catharine Beecher included in their popular domestic instruction
manuals instructions on how to make candles, clean and light lamps, and tend cooking
fires.”

An instruction sent to lighthouse keepers from the Lighthouse Establishment
entitled “Directions for the Burning of Lamp Oil,” bears many similarities to Beecher’s
advice. Keepers were told that “the Canister of the Merchant and the Canister and the
Lamp Feeder of the consumer, should always be perfectly clean...the lamp trimmed and
the burnt part cut off every day,” and that “when oil in small quantities is long exposed to
the air, its burning qualities deteriorate.”*® This coincides closely with Beecher’s advice

to housewives: “Cleanse the insides of lamps and oil cans...Trim it after it has been once

24 Sue Blundell, Women in Ancient Greece (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University, 1995), 31. In
ancient Greek, ‘Eotia literally means “hearth.”

2% Catharine Beecher, 4 Treatise on Domestic Economy for the Use of Young Ladies at Home and
at School, rev. ed. (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1849), 370-374; Lydia Maria Child, The American
Frugal Housewife: Dedicated to Those who Are Not Ashamed of Economy, 27th ed. (New York: Samuel S.
& William Wood, 1841), 10, 145.

26 Lamp Oil Instructions, circa 1830-1849, Box 5 S-X,Y,Z 1807-1853, NC-31 Series 17F
Miscellaneous Letters Received Alphabetical 1801-1852, RG 26, NARA. Sturgis died suddenly early 1850.
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used...Oil long kept grows thick and does not burn well.”’ These similarities suggest
how the knowledge of tending lamps and caring for oil as a lighthouse keeper could be
seen as a natural extension of women’s domestic work. It is furthermore interesting that
an instruction had to be sent to all lighthouse keepers explaining these basic lamp-tending
fundamentals, indicating that there was some uniform lack of understanding of these
skills in the predominately male-filled occupation. One could wonder what the female
keepers thought upon receiving such information.

Next to actually tending to the light, keepers had to clean the lamps, reflectors and
lantern room windows as well as prepare the wicks and oil for the following night. Since
Pleasonton doggedly ignored the far superior illuminating apparatus of the Fresnel Lens,
illumination was created by an array of lights and reflectors that were initially cheaper
than the Fresnel Lens but were more expensive to maintain.”® The array lights were dim,
smoky, and burned unevenly requiring the keepers to continually trim the wicks during
the night. The 1835 Instructions to the Keepers of Light Houses went as far as to specify
that “the wicks are to be trimmed every four hours, taking care that they are exactly even

2 Whale oil and lard was used for lamp fuel in this early period, both of which

on top.
congealed at lower temperatures and produced soot, requiring constant cleaning in the
lantern room.

Keeping lamps and chimneys clean is another duty that crossed over from the

domestic realm to the lighthouse. Beecher instructed housewives: “if every thing after

2 Beecher, Treatise on Domestic Economy, 281-282,

2 This is the classical lighthouse lens most people envision. Designed by Augustin Fresnel in
1822, the lens used many glass prisms to bend and focus a single light into a very bright beam. Such lenses
were not widely adopted in America until after the Lighthouse Board was created in 1852.

% pleasonton, Instructions to the Keepers of Light Houses within the Unites States, 23 April 1835,
Box 2 1843, NC-31 Series 35, Letters Received 1833-1864, RG 26, NARA.
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being used is cleansed from oil and then kept neatly it will not be so unpleasant a task as
it usually is to take care of lamps... Wash the shade of an astral lamp once a week and the
glass chimney oftener...Take the lamp to pieces and cleanse it once a month.”* This
echoes similar orders for keepers “to be careful that the lamps, reflectors, and lanterns,
are constantly kept clean, and in order.”' Thus, cleaning the necessary lighting
equipment was vital to producing good light, and was a task women would have had
experience performing.

Although keepers were given printed instructions, it appears many lights were not
properly cared for, as the 1852 Lighthouse Board Report notes that “such knowledge is
not imparted to light-keepers, as a general rule, to enable them to keep their lamps,
burners and reflectors and lanterns in such order as to insure the best lights.”*? The
Lighthouse Board viewed the dissemination of such knowledge from the government to
male keepers, and did not take into account the female keepers who had received such
education within the home. Pleasonton’s description of keepers “who, for a time do not
understand the management of their lamps, and consequently keep bad lights and waste
much oil,” further exemplifies the learning curve for new male keepers in charge of
lights.”

Although women may have had an advantage performing lighthouse work, it is
apparent such work was regarded as not being very difficult. Even though efficient,
bright lights were important for safe navigation and commerce, the labor required to

produce such a light was not highly valued. Pleasonton, for example, disparaged

0 Beecher, Treatise on Domestic Economy, 282.

3! pleasonton, Instructions to Keepers 1835, Box 2 1843, NC-31 Series 35 Letters Received, RG
26, NARA.

32 Light-House Board, Report, 1 1.

33 pleasonton to Thomas Corwin, 7 June 1851, in Light-House Board, Report, 270.
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keeper’s work by stating that “the trimming and cleaning of a small Argand fountain
lamp being so simple and self-evident as to be left to the intelligence of the meanest.”**
This opinion may explain why Pleasonton did not give as much attention to training
keepers, in comparison with the subsequent Lighthouse Board, and also his acceptance of
hiring women, who were generally viewed as lacking mechanical knowledge. This view
of effortless lamp maintenance contradicts Beecher’s belief that “The care of lamps
requires so much attention and discretion that many ladies choose to do this work
themselves rather than trust it with domestics.”’

Maintaining lamps was the primary duty at a lighthouse, but there was also the
constant upkeep on the house and grounds including general cleaning, painting, and
gathering of supplies. Caring for a lighthouse was a continuous occupation, making it
necessary for the keeper to live where he or she worked. Thus, the light station was not
just a government job, but also a way of life. This mimicked a farm economy, which was
generally the most prevalent home and work lifestyle prior to the industrial revolution.
As a result, just like on many farms, “female keepers, wives, and daughters lived in a
place that was both their home and their job and therefore felt a commitment that went
beyond the normal bounds of female occupation.”® Thus, prior to actually being
appointed as keepers, women regularly assisted their husbands and fathers in caring for
the light station. If a male keeper was ill or permanently incapacitated, wives and

children often took over lighthouse duties while their husband or father remained

technically the keeper, so as not to lose their home and income.

3% pleasonton to W.L.Hodge (Acting Secretary of the Treasury), 3 July 1851, in Light-House
Board, Report, 279.

35 Beecher, Treatise on Domestic Economy, 282,

36 Bromwell, “Mothers of the Sea,” 81.
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One such family was the Stuarts at Bombay Hook Light in Delaware, where
Duncan Stuart was keeper from 1831 to about 1854. Although he remained the official
keeper, Stuart’s unmarried daughters Margaret and Mary took over from him and were
recognized as performing the lighthouse duties “owing to Mr. Stewart’s [sic] age and
consequent infirmities.™’ By 1850, Stuart, a veteran of the Revolutionary War, was
almost ninety years old and his daughters were nearing fifty.*® Margaret wrote to
Pleasonton shortly before Duncan’s death noting that, “Father is very sick and if anything
should happen to him we would be glad to keep the house, we have done it for years...we
have spent a great deal of our time and labour in fixing the place.”*® It is interesting to
note that Margaret refers to keeping a “house” and not a “light,” further associating the
work at a lighthouse with women’s housework and not mechanical or physical labor.
Furthermore, she alludes to the work required to take care of the place, showing how
families were important in the overall upkeep of a lighthouse. Margaret was appointed

keeper upon her father’s death, and served until resigning in 1862.*

37 H.B. Nones (Captain, U.S. Revenue Cutter Forward) to William Meredith (Secretary of the
Treasury), 13 Apr 1850, Box 9 Sk-T1, A-1 Series 82 Correspondence Concerning Keepers and Assistants,
RG 26, NARA.

38 U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1850 Federal Census, Duck Creek Hundred, Kent County,
Delaware, 15 Aug 1850, 69.

» Margaret Stuart to Pleasonton, 22 March 1850, Box 9 Sk-TI, A-1 Series 82 Correspondence
Concerning Keepers and Assistants, RG 26, NARA.

*% Registers of Lighthouse Keepers, 1845-1912 (National Archives Microfilm Publication M1373,
roll 2 New York to Virginia), NARA. Entry under Bombay Hook records “Miss M. Stuart, 16 Apr 1850-22
Dec 1862, $450, Resigned.” Yet, in a letter that month, the local superintendent of lights writes he did not
deliver the commission for Margaret Stuart because Duncan had not died yet and so “therefore I have been
unable to deliver the commission and the instructions as directed.” Charles Polk to William Meredith, 24
April 1850, Box 6 1850, NC-31 Series 35 Letters Received, RG 26, NARA. The 1852 Lighthouse Board
report includes a visit to Bombay Hook Light in 1851 that indicates Duncan Stuart was still living. Yet, the
1853 Official Register lists M. Stuart as keeper. Other secondary sources cite her starting in 1854, but
without documentation.



