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HEROIC BUILDERS of
OCEAN BEACONS

A Graphic Record of the Brave and Skilful
Men Whose Efforts to Light the Way of Mariners
in the English Channel Met with Varying Success

Mariners who sailed the southwest seas in the sixteenth
century dreaded the approach to Plymouth Sound. Between
them and a safe entry there was a rocky reef, partially
submerged at high tide, and situated about fourteen miles from

the coast.

No light guided the way past that barrier, and when the night
was “dark as a pocket, "and the tempestuous south-west gales blew
ships out of their course, their captains knew that it was not skill
in navigation alone that could save them from disaster. The result
of that adventure lay in the lap of the gods.

Other ships, creeping round the English coast on their way to
London, often fell foul of the Eddystone rocks. Today a long line
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of friendly lights guides the mariner from point to point. But when
Drake and Hawkins sailed the south-west seas, when the English
Fleet set out from Plymouth Sound in pursuit of the Spanish
Armada, all was blackness and uncertainty.

Modern lighthouses represent the final triumph of man over
enormous difficulties, but the earlier ones, built with little
knowledge and at great hazard of life, are none the less
monuments to the noblest instincts of mankind. Four times since
the end of the sixteenth century brave men have laboured over
periods of three years or more to erect upon the Eddystone rocks a
tower strong enough to resist the mighty waves, sometimes rising
to 200 feet, that roll in from the Atlantic.

The first of these heroes was a man of so eccentric a nature that
it is impossible to resist an initial feeling of surprise that the task
should have been entrusted to him. Henry Winstanley, who was
born in 1644, had no solid scientific achievement to his credit when
the Trinity House authorities commissioned him to build their
lighthouse.

Formerly a mechanic employed on the building of Audley End,
the residence of James Howard, third Earl of Suffolk, he rose to
the post of a clerk of works when Charles 1l acquired the Suffolk
estates. He was a skilled designer and engraver, and published
several volumes of plates illustrating the building of Audley End.

The kink in his mind that lifted him out of the rut of ordinary
accomplishments took the form of an astonishing ingenuity in the
making of elaborate devices for the perpetration of practical jokes,

4
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and he was also an adept in the art of constructing working models
and movable figures.

His house at Littlebury, in Essex, was a veritable museum of
tricks and puzzles, all of which revealed extraordinary inventive
skill, but which were quite useless except for the purpose of
creating surprises for his friends.

“Being taken into one particular room of his house, ” writes

<

Smeaton, “ and there observing an old slipper carelessly lying on
the floor; if, as was natural, you gave it a kick with your foot, up
started a ghost before you; if you sat down at a chair a couple of
arms would clasp you in. ”

Apart from these jack-in-the-box contrivances, Winstanley
invented a “water theatre,” consisting of a variety of entertaining
mechanisms, kept in movement by water-power. This institution,
which was situated in the lower end of Piccadilly, remained a
popular resort for many years.

It is scarcely credible that Winstanley, with only these
whimsicalities to recommend him, should have been selected from
among a large number of applicants for the task of building a
lighthouse. More probably there was no great rush to fill a post
which involved so much hardship and risk. As soon as his plans
were accepted, Winstanley set to work with enormous zest, and
but small knowledge of the perils and difficulties before him.

His idea of producing stability consisted in making his lighthouse
as elaborate and ornamental as possible in order to offer many

points of resistance to the waves. A start was made in 1696, but

6



LR B A S AR 0+ 0T

B E AR E VIO ERE, hrRR
HRABR—-ENAXXREHEYIE. XEHFILERT
fudE LB Z B A B, BERTEMAANBEB @O RZSI
— L4

¥k BUi 8. “BEAE AR KR
BEF, RERLBE EVE - RIBHEE, BrEBAS
IR, ifcB KRB B, ¥, —PHRE
SRRBURT; RE—EHFTLEL—%, &R
feb P9 HRE IR R AE 7

BT XERPUTBRI RIS, BITHMAERAT
— B KB, BEAFEIEKARFEIIORE
RE XTEREERCBXFHEMRENTI L, i
bedp —HRANRME L4

AMELUER, SRR XEEENEZHAE, B
WHMERSARZ BB HF B W &, gk
RERXMEET WS BAEEX X —FEWH
BB KES, TS FSEFRATER. B
R—gED, BHEFRWEEREBBEAT THE
LBt fil R A8 A B LU 28 BX 4 Z W E R R

BT HFARATERL R ATRER IS . R, FEF
EREE RGN, SRTEABEERE. BE
THET 1696 FEF M, BRENMERILFEEN 4

7



little progress could be reported during the next two years.
Nothing could be left on the rock, and there were endless journeys
to and fro in an open rowing boat. The first summer was spent in
making “twelve holes in the rock and fastening in a corresponding
number of iron stanchions. Sometimes for ten or fourteen days at a
stretch the heavy running of the seas made work impossible. In
spite of their terrible hardships, Winstanley and his men stuck to
their post, and within a year they had succeeded in erecting a solid
body or pillar made of timber and polygonal in shape, some twelve
feet high and fourteen feet in diameter.

At this point an unexpected interruption occurred. The seas
were then still infested with pirates, and Winstanley’s little party
in their open boat offered an easy prey. One day the captain of a
French privateer, taking advantage of a lull in the weather,
swooped down on the rock and captured Winstanley.

After some delay, the Admiralty intervened and secured his
release. Unfortunately, the sea had done great damage to the
unfinished building, and almost a new start had to be made. By
the third summer the pillar had risen to a height of 80 feet, and on
the night of the 14th November, 1698, a light was shown for the
first time. Upon this occasion the party were marooned for three
days by a raging storm. The sea buried the lantern at times,
although it rose more than 60 feet high.

Winstanley made the astonishing observation that it was
“possible for a six-oared boat to be lifted up upon a wave and
driven through the open gallery of the lighthouse. ” Next year he

8
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added another forty feet to the structure. In spite of this he found
that the sea, in time of storms, “flies in appearance 100 feet above
the vane; and at times doth cover half the side of the house and
lantern, as if it were under water.” By 1700 the lighthouse was
completed and in operation.

Considering its many structural weaknesses and the fundamental
fallacy underlying its conception, it is amazing that Winstanley's
lighthouse should have withstood the fierce storms of three years.
But it was only a question of time. Tragically enough,
Winstanley’s natural pride in his magnificent achievement brought
about his own end. He boasted that he was so sure of the strength
of his building that “he would only wish to be there in the greatest
storm that ever blew under the face of the heavens” in order to

judge its effect upon the structure.

@ A Tragedy of the Night ¢

On the night of the 26th November, 1703, such a storm—or a
near approach to it—occurred. During its early stages Winstanley
put off in a boat and arrived safely at his lighthouse. He announced
his intention of staying there throughout the night. When day
dawned, bringing calm with it, fishermen in Plymouth Sound were
horrified to notice that the lighthouse had vanished as if by magic.
The conquering waves washed over a mere shambles of stone, and
the brave, kindly man whose lighted tower had saved many a ship

from destruction was no more.
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For three years the sea claimed its toll of ships and lives around
the Eddystone rocks before the Trinity House authorities
succeeded in finding another man to undertake the colossal task of
rebuilding the lighthouse. Winstanley’s successor was John
Rudyerd, a silk mercer in the City of London, who had very little
scientific training but a great deal of natural sense. He was the son
of a Cornish labourer. Contemporary reports speak of John
Rudyerd as “the one sound chick among a crowd of worthless
brothers and sisters,” and he appears to have been the only

member of the family who succeeded in rising in the world.

@ The Maxim of Rudyerd €@

Although virtually an amateur, Rudyerd came much nearer to
the right method of construction. “ Use and simplicity ” was his
maxim. He worked upon the sound principle that a smooth surface
was more likely to withstand the terrific onslaught of the waves
than Winstanley’s elaborate ornamentation, and he made his pillar
circular instead of polygonal. He introduced Cornish moor stone
into the construction, alternating layers of solid oak with layers of
stone. The original idea in this respect miscarried, for, as it
afterwards turned out, the stone did not really strengthen the
pillar but merely acted as ballast to keep it steady.

Rudyerd started to work in 1706, and two years later a light
was shown. The lighthouse was completed in three years, one
year less than the time taken by Winstanley. On the other hand,
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