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INTRODUCTION  

 

It seems as though people all over the world think of the same thing when they think of 

lighthouses.  They imagine shipwrecks on rocky reefs, and the lightôs friendly beacon leading 

boats to safety.  They think of the faithful keeper whose all night watch kept the light burning.  

Stories of adventure, of steadfast endurance against the worst weather conditions come to mind.  

Day and night, the keeper and the lighthouse stood alone, protective and comforting. 

 

Today Americaôs navigational aids, including lighthouses, are operated by the U. S. Coast Guard. 

 Very few lighthouses have keepers; their lights are automated.  But their friendly beacons 

continue to guide ships to safety just as they have for hundreds of years, keeping their stories 

alive. 

 

The Tybee Island Lighthouse, located on Tybee Island, Georgia, offers exciting and educational 

experiences for both young people and adults. 

 

This education packet is designed to provide information for groups planning to visit the Tybee 

Island Light Station. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 LESSON PLAN 

 

 

 
This packet contains the general history of lighthouses combined with the history of the Tybee 

Island Lighthouse.  Also included are a few poems children have written about lighthouses, an 

article about lighthouses, puzzles, and trivia questions. 

 

 Pre-Visit 

 

Before visiting the Tybee Island Light Station you may wish to go over a brief history with the 

children.  A few facts they may be interested in are: 

 

1. The number of stairs in the lighthouse 

2. The height of the lighthouse 

3. The purpose of a lighthouse 

4. The day mark and night signature information 

 

 Visit 

 

While visiting the lighthouse the children will become aware of the purpose of a lighthouse.  

Also, they will learn what it was like to be a keeper when keepers were needed. 

 

 Post-Visit 

 

After visiting the lighthouse you may wish to do a few post-visit activities, depending on the age 

group you may have.  A few things you could try are: 

 

1. Have the children draw a picture of the lighthouse 

2. Have them write their own poems 

3. Have them write about their visit to the lighthouse to tell what they learned and 

what they saw 

4. Have them write a story about being a lighthouse keeper (what they would do in 

one day as a keeper) 

 

If you need more information or have any questions please call The Tybee Island Historical 

Society at (912) 786-5801 or write to P. O. Box 366, Tybee Island, Georgia, 31328. 

 

 



 LIGHTHOUSE HISTORY  

 
Lighthouses reflect different historical periods in different sections of the country.  The main 

reason lighthouses were built was to warn ships of danger.  Rocks and shallow water are two of 

those dangers.  But also, they were used to mark the entrance to harbors and rivers, as well as, 

guide ships through channels. 

 

There are no two lighthouses that are the same.  Every lighthouse was built specifically for the 

location it stands on.  This location provides ships the clearest message possible about a 

particular geographic area.  

 

Lighthouses come in different sizes, shapes, colors and materials.  Some lighthouses are tall, 

short, stand alone, are built on top of a house, are square, round, or even octagon shaped. 

 

All lighthouses have what is called a day mark and night signature.  The day mark, also known 

as color scheme or paint pattern, is used so that in the day time ships can tell one lighthouse from 

another.  To identify a lighthouse at night ships use the night signature, also known as the light 

pattern.  Some lighthouses blink, some rotate, some blink and rotate, and some are fixed lights.  

A Fresnel Lens is used to magnify the light source so that it can be seen for a greater distance out 

to sea.  The Fresnel Lens were used in orders, or strengths, depending upon the intensity needed 

for a particular location.  First Order Lights are considered sea coast lights.  Fourth to Sixth 

Order Lights are used for harbors and bays. 

 

Being a keeper at a lighthouse sometimes meant solitude and sometimes loneliness.  Other 

lighthouse keepers were fortunate enough to have their family with them.  Often if a husband 

passed away, the wife would take over his position until a new keeper was available.  Keeping a 

lighthouse was a very demanding job.  Not only did the keepers have to climb the stairs every day 

to make sure the light was burning bright and extinguished when need be, they also had to 

maintain any grounds and keep a log of daily activities and the weather. 

 
LIGHTHOUSE STATISTICS  

 

ü There are approximately 850 lighthouses left in the United States of America. 

ü There are 450 active lighthouses left in the United States of America. 

ü 122 of the lighthouses are open to the public. 

ü 15 still have their 1
st
 Order Fresnel lenses. (Including Tybee Island) 

ü 8 still have 2
nd

 Order Fresnel lenses. 

ü 21 still have 3
rd
 Order Fresnel lenses. 

ü 55 still have 4
th
 Order Fresnel lenses. 

ü 12 still have 5
th
 Order Fresnel lenses. 

ü The remaining 339 use modern lighting devices. 

ü Less than 20 Light Stations still have their original support buildings, all having been 

nominated for National Landmark Status. 

ü The Tybee Island Light Station has been nominated for National Landmark Status. 



HISTORY OF TYBEE LIGHTHOUSE AND SITE  

 
General James Edward Oglethorpe founded the English Colony of Georgia in America on February 

12, 1733 when he arrived at Yamacraw Bluff, fifteen miles up the Savannah River from the Atlantic 

Ocean.  Named for George II, Georgia was envisioned by Oglethorpe who believed the land would 

be a ñland of liberty and plenty.ò 

 

Today we call Savannah a port city, but the new colony would not have survived without an 

establishment of a landfall at the mouth of the Savannah River.  With this in mind, Oglethorpe 

surveyed and decided upon the site for such an undertaking.  He selected the largest and outermost 

island, Tybee, on which to establish a ñday markò - a lighthouse without a light.  It would serve as a 

guide to the navigable channels of the Savannah River. 

 

Under the direction of Noble Jones of Wormsloe Plantation, work began on the first lighthouse built 

on Tybee.  It was constructed in 1736.  It was octagonal in shape and was constructed of brickwork 

and cedar piles.  Standing ninety feet tall, it was the tallest structure of its kind in America at that 

time. 

 

Unfortunately, storms took their toll on Tybeeôs first lighthouse.  Five years after its completion, a 

new lighthouse was commissioned.  While work was progressing on a new lighthouse, a storm 

swept the old lighthouse away in August 1741. 

 

In 1742, the second lighthouse built on Tybee was completed.  It was described by Oglethorpe as 

ñmuch the best building of that kind in America.ò  It was different from its predecessor, standing 

ninety-four feet with a flagstaff which ran from the nave to the top of the beacon.  In 1748, the sea 

was within thirty feet of the lighthouse.  A full time pilot was hired to assist vessels coming into the 

river. 

 

In 1768, with the sea lapping at the foundation of the lighthouse, the Georgia Assembly authorized a 

new lighthouse to be built.  This time a site well removed from the sea was chosen and the light was 

completed in early 1773.  The 100 foot tall brick and wood structure was lit with spermaceti 

candles.  (Spermaceti is a waxy,, white substance from a sperm whaleôs skull)..  The lighthouse was 

ceded to the Federal Government about 1790,, after Georgia ratified the Constitution and became 

part of the United States.  The U.S. Lighthouse Establishment then took over the operation of the 

lighthouse. 

 

In 1857, a Second Order Fresnel lens was placed in the lighthouse.  The lens greatly increased the 

effectiveness of the light through the use of prism.  In 1862, a major portion of the lighthouse was 

destroyed when Confederate troops from Fort Pulaski set fire to the tower in order to prevent the 

Federal troops from using it to guide their ships into port. 

 

After the Civil War, the Lighthouse Establishment began work on rebuilding the Tybee Light.  The 

lower sixty feet of the old lighthouse was still intact, and it was decided to add to the existing 

structure instead of starting from the ground up.  The new lighthouse was to be a first order station, 

consisting of masonry and metal only and was completely fireproof.  The new First Order Fresnel 



Lens (lens type was developed in 1822 by Augustin Fresnel) was first exhibited on October 1, 1867. 

In 1933, the light was converted to electricity (by concentrating the lightôs rays, the lens magnifies a 

1000 watt bulb so that it can be seen from eighteen miles away).  This change signaled the 

beginning of the end of the need of a Lighthouse Keeper.  When Tybee Lighthouseôs last keeper, 

George Jackson, died in 1948, the U.S. Coast Guard took over the operation and maintenance of the 

lighthouse. 

 

The U.S. Coast Guard occupied the Lighthouse site until 1987 when they formed a joint partnership 

lease agreement with the City of Tybee Island and The Tybee Island Historical Society, which took 

on responsibility for full maintenance and restoration of the site.  The U.S. Coast Guard still 

maintains the light as a navigational aid. 

 

There are six historical buildings on the five acre site.  The Tybee Island Historical Society has 

restored these structures to their circa 1900 appearance. The structures on the site include: 

 

*The Lighthouse: The octagonal tower is the oldest and tallest (154 feet) in Georgia.  The bottom 

60 feet dates from 1773, the upper 94 feet from 1867.  Since 1867, the Tybee Lighthouse has seen 

very few changes - it has its original first order Fresnel Lens resting in its original supports.  Also, 

still in place today is the cast iron stairway which spirals its way to the observation deck.  The walls 

are 12 feet thick at the base, and taper to 18 inches at the top.  The room at the base of the 

lighthouse was used as a workroom/storage room. 

 

*The Head Keeperôs Cottage: Built in 1881. This building has been restored to the time that 

George Jackson, the last Tybee Head Keeper under the United States Lighthouse Service, lived here 

with his wife and their four children. 

 

*The First Assistant Keeperôs Cottage: Built in 1885. 

 

*The Second Assistant Keeperôs Cottage: (now the Video Theater and Exhibit Gallery) Built in 

1861.  It was used as a barracks for Federal soldiers during the Civil War, and later served as a 

dwelling for the Second Assistant Keeper. 

 

*The Summer Kitchen: Built in 1812.  This building was used as a kitchen before the other 

buildings had kitchens added to them.  After 1910 this building served as a storage building. 

 

*The Oil House: Built in 1890. 

 

*The Bell: on the site was used to call area volunteer life-savers.  The bell dates to 1938, and is 

inscribed with that date and the initials, U.S.L.H.S., which stands for the United States Lighthouse 

Society.  It is interesting to note that 1938 was the last year that the Society existed before being 

absorbed into the United States Coast Guard. 

 



KEEPERôS LOG EXCERPTS 

TYBEE ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE  

 

December 20, 1873 (Night from 19th to 20th) - Mans body picked up afloat by 

Lightships crew and put into boathouse til arrival of Coroner or instructions. 

 

December 21, 1873 (Night from 20th to 21st) - The body found and put into 

boathouse yesterday (round hole under right ear) was buried this morning by order 

from Coroner and the hands of the crew of Lightship òTybee Knolló.  Exhumed and 

taken to the city on 22nd at  4 pm by the authorities for identification, etc. 

 

December 27, 1873 (Night from 26th to 27th) - Body of woman picked up by 

Telegraph Operator and put into boathouse during last night, was this morning at 

request of Operator given to Mr. Hearns of Savannah to be taken to town to 

Coroner. 

 

May 18, 1874 (Night from 17th to 18th) - At 2:15 am a very brilliant meteor passed 

from East to North in the middle of its course and illuminating the whole sky. 

 

September 28, 1874 - The highest tide known since 1854 swept the Island between 9 

am and 10 am; caused by a violent north-east gale during high water.  The sea broke 

in over the sand hills, 3 feet deep at the Beacon and 20 feet of the beach.  North-east 

of it, gone.  Our boathouse had disappeared in about an hour from the time.  The 

Keeper with two hired men and together with the two Assistants managed to save 

the boat and most belonging to it and a large part of the wreck of the boathouse.   

 

Wrote letter to Inspector of District reporting destruction of boathouse, etc.  The 

results of our summers labor in the garden, about 40 dollars worth of sweet potatoes, 

were ruined by being flooded by salt water. 

 



 



 

LIGHTHOUSE FACTS  

 

 

1. The last lighthouse built by the Coast Guard was in Charleston, SC in 1962. 

This is also the only lighthouse in the United States that has an elevator. 

 

2. Tybee Lighthouse was the second lighthouse established in the colonies. 

 

3. The oldest lighthouses based on original tower still standing are: 

 

a. Sandy Hook    e. Montauk Point 

b. Tybee Island    f. Bakers Island 

c. Lit tle Brewster Island (Boston) g. Eaton's Neck 

d. Portland Head 

 

4. Montauk Point was the first lighthouse appointed by a President (George 

Washington). 

 

 

ÿ The above information was obtained from the book ñGreat American Lighthousesò by  

R. Ross Holland.  Copyright 1994, Preservation Press. 

 

 

EXISTING LIGHTHOUSES  

Listed by State 
 

Alabama  3    Mississippi  2 

Alaska   13    New Hampshire 5 

California  37    New Jersey  19 

Connecticut  20    New York  69 

Delaware  10    North Carolina 9 

Florida   30    Ohio   20 

Georgia  5    Oregon   10 

Hawaii   9    Pennsylvania  3 

Illinois   5    Rhode Island  22 

Indiana   6    South Carolina 8 

Louisiana  15    Texas   7 

Maine   65    Vermont  4 

Maryland  25    Virginia  10 

Massachusetts  57    Washington  24 

Michigan  111    Washington, D.C. 1 

Minnesota  8    Wisconsin  45 

 

Partial list totals 677; may not include Range Lights, etc. 



 TIME LINE OF GEORGIAôS LIGHTHOUSES 

 

 

Lighthouse    Constructed  Comments 

 

Tybee Island    1736   Destroyed by storm 

1742   Dismantled and rebuilt 

1773   Partially burned by Confederates 1862 

1867   Reconstructed 1773 tower 

 

St. Simons Island   1810   Burned by Confederates 1862 

1872   Reconstructed 

 

Great Cumberland (Island)  1820   Moved to Amelia Island 1838 

 

Sapelo Island    1820   Deactivated in 1899 

Reactivated September 6, 1998 

 

Sapelo Range Rear Light  Unknown  Still standing; restored 1998 

 

New Sapelo Island   1905   Deactivated in 1933; moved 

to North Carolina 1940; later moved to 

South Fox, Michigan 

 

Wolf Island    1822   Abandoned in 1899 

 

Little Cumberland Island  1838   Deactivated in 1915 

 

North Channel Light   Unknown  Destroyed during the Civil War 

 

Cockspur Island   1847   Destroyed and rebuilt 

Deactivated in 1909 

 

Fig Island (Savannah River)  1848   Rebuilt in 1866 and converted 

to a Range Light in 1870's 

 

Oyster Bed Lighthouse  (1872)   Referenced in Tybee Keeperôs Logs 

 

Tybee Knoll Lightship  (1872)   Referenced in Tybee Keeperôs Logs 

 

Martins Industry Lightship  (1872)   Referenced in Tybee Keeperôs Logs 

 

Tybee Range Front Light  (1900)   Referenced in local news articles 

 

Tybee Range Rear Light  (1900)   Referenced in local news articles 



 LIGHTHOUSE POEMS  

 

The Lighthouse       Tybee 

by:  Marjorie Wilson      by:  Carlin Conleay, 3rd grade 

 

Burning upon some hidden shore     There is a beautiful place 

Across the sea one night      Where I like to be 

"A little reef" the Captain said     On the island of Tybee 

We saw a shining light.      Next to the sea. 

 

He said there was a lighthouse there     With beaches so clean 

Where, lonely in the sea      And sand that's so white 

Men lived to guard that moving light    And a lighthouse that shines 

And trim the lamp for me.      A light in the night. 

 

For me, for him, for every ship     When the waves are so high 

That passes by that way      On a warm day 

I thought it must be strange and quiet    And the wind is so, so cool 

To be there every day.      It's a nice time to play. 

 

They have no shops, no fields, no streets    Yes the island of Tybee 

No whispering sound of trees     Is a great place to be 

But always shouting at their feet     And I want to be a part 

The great voice of the seas.     Of its next century. 

 

And when we sleep at night they wake    ======================== 

And over every wave 

They send that straight strong arm of light    Tybee Light 

Stretched like a rope to save.     by:  Yon Swanson 

 

================================   As warning and as welcome 

Shine Tybee Light to all 

The Tybee Light       Ships running up or down the coast 

by:  Matthew Hutton, 5th grade     Or seeking safe landfall. 

 

Our lighthouse guides      As symbol, too, assuring 

The ship that glides      It lights the darkling strand 

Past the fort       With faith, for those enduring 

To Savannah's port.      Their trials upon the land. 

 

The lighthouse warns men     ======================== 

Of the rocks down low 

That will quickly send      Historic Beauty 

Their ship below.       by:  Andy Brown, 4th grade 

 

Our Tybee Light       There is a little island along Georgia coast 

Is a historic site       And Tybee is its name 

And makes us islanders      A mighty lighthouse it does boast 

Proud at night.       No other is the same. 

 

Waves in motion 

Sea oats swaying 

By the breeze of the ocean 

Beauty is what people are saying. 



 RECOMMENDED READING  

 

Salt T. Dog: One Stormy Night At Pickle Light by Fred Clough.  Illustrated by Dan Kirchoff.  This 

is a tale of lighthouse keepers.  Copyright 1990 - Down East Books.  (Ages 4 and up) 

 

The Littlest Lighthouse by Ruth Sargent.  Illustrated by Marion Litchfield.  This is a story of a brave 

little lighthouse that through fog and storm and heavy seas, sends out its comforting beam to lead 

fishermen and sailors to safety.  Copyright 1981 and 1991 - Down East Books.  (Ages 3 to 6) 

 

Lighthouse Horrors compiled by Charles G. Waugh. Stories of storm swept, remote light stations 

and their lonely keepers by well known authors such as Ray Bradley, Robert Bloch and Rudyard 

Kipling.  Copyright 1993 - Down East Books.  (All ages) 

 

Guardians of the Lights by Elinor De Wire.  Stories of U. S. Lighthouse keepers.  Copyright 1995 - 

Pineapple Press.  (All ages) 

 

Instructions to Lighthouse Keepers by Great Lakes Lighthouse Keepers Association.  It was 

required at one time that keepers read this manual so there was no doubt about their duties.  

Copyright 1989 - GLLKA.  (Ages 10 and up) 

 

Great American Lighthouses by F. Ross Holland, Jr.  You can learn basic lighthouse and lightship 

history, as well as, history for a number of specific lighthouses.  Copyright 1989 - John Wiley and 

Sons Inc.  (ages 10 and up) 

 

America's Atlantic Coast Lighthouses by Kenneth G. Kochel.  This is the perfect book to use when 

traveling in your car.  It will help guide you to some of the lighthouses on the East Coast.  Copyright 

1994 - Betken Publications.  (Ages 16 and up) 

 

Sentries Along the Shore by Elinor De Wire.  Copyright 1997 - Sentinel Publications.  (All ages) 

 

Lighthouse Victuals & Verse by Elinor De Wire.  Copyright 1995 - Sentinel Publications.  (All 

ages) 

 

Lighthouse Families by Cheryl Shelton-Roberts and Bruce Roberts.  Story of 13 lighthouse families. 

 Copyright 1997 - Crane Hill Publishers.  (All ages) 

 

 RECOMMENDED VIEWING  

 

Sending Out The Light VIDEO  A Look into the history of America's first lighthouses.  Copyright 

1994 - Frontier Productions.  (All ages) 

 

Tybee Island Light Station VIDEO  The history of Georgia's oldest and tallest lighthouse.  

Copyright 1994.  (All ages) 

 

  



LIGHTHOUSE WORD SCRAMBLE  

 

 

 

KSJACNO    _________________________ 

 

SWA     _________________________ 

 

TSLA     _________________________ 

 

HET     _________________________ 

 

EGROEG    _________________________ 

 

TA     _________________________ 

 

UHOESLTHIG   _________________________ 

 

EBYET    _________________________ 

 

EPERKE    _________________________ 

 

 

Unscramble the words and write them on the lines provided.  Then arrange the words to form a 

sentence telling about the Tybee Lighthouse. 

 

 

 
 

 


