
Southhead Lighthouse in Disrepair 

An editorial by Joe Moore 

It wasn�t that long ago that I drove by the lighthouse at the south end of the island and noticed water coming out the 

front porch door of the house itself.  Since I am getting older, I don�t remember when this was, but I immediately called 

someone about this.  I then went back down there a few days later, and the water was still coming out the door.  I made 

a second phone call to a friend that I know had been working down there before the Lighthouse School closed.  Then I 

forgot about this situation, putting it out of my memory. 

There have been other visits down to the lighthouse since then, and it is truly amazing to see the lack of maintenance 

and the obvious lack of responsibility not only from the �owner,� Charlevoix Public Schools or the operator of the 

Lighthouse School program, Traverse Bay Intermediate School District. 

Beaver island News on the �Net wrote letters regarding this to the Michigan Historical Society and to Senator Bergman, 

but have not received any answers at all to these letters.  There needs to be some legal means to get the operator and 

the owner to take care of the obvious maintenance necessary down at that building as well as the light tower itself.   

I have been told that the water has been turned back on down at the lighthouse, so obviously there have been some 

programs allowed to continue down there even though the school itself was closed.  There are some statements floating 

around that suggest that the ownership of the house and the light tower itself are now in question.   

From the Beaver Beacon (http://beaverisland.net/beaver-island-history/index.htm): 

 Beaver Head Lighthouse 

On the 150th anniversary of Beaver Head Light, it is about to 
receive a thorough remodeling, as those of you who toured the 
splendid facility during Museum Week learned.  This work, still 
not completely funded, will be the culmination of improvements 
that began in 1978 with the instigation of the CETA program. The 
Lighthouse has gone through two distinct stages: in the nineteenth 
century it was almost in a world of its own because of the 
difficulty of reaching it, but in the twentieth a road linked it to St. 
James and it became one of the stretch points that expanded the 
scope of life on Beaver Island. Its keepers gave their names to 
such Island features as Appleby's Point and Miller's Marsh, and 
Islanders like Owen McCauley, Dominick Gallagher, Tom 
Bonner, and Bert McDonough served at the Island's far end. Over 
the years docks and additional buildings were added and rebuilt. 
The oil light was replaced with an electric arc in 1938, and in 
1962 the Lighthouse was decommissioned.  It fell into private 
hands and became a hunting club until it was acquired by the 
Charlevoix Public Schools in 1975. 

 

 

 

 



The following is from Wikipedia: 

The Beaver Head Light is located high on a bluff on the southern tip of Beaver Island. Boats trying to navigate 
North on Lake Michigan need to carefully work their way between Beaver Island and Gray's Reef. 

The 46-foot (14 m) cylindrical tower was built in 1858, to replace an 1852 tower. The decagonal lantern room 
offers panoramic vistas of the Lake. The tower is open to the public from 8:00 a.m. though 9:00 p.m. during the 
summer. 

In 1866, the attached yellow brick lighthouse keeper's dwelling was constructed. A frame addition was added to 
the keepers quarters to accommodate assistant keepers.[6] 

In 1915, the 22-by-40-foot (6.7 m × 12.2 m) fog signal building was constructed. Other outbuildings on the 
grounds including an oil house, garage and storage building and outhouse. 

A radio beacon was placed in 1962, at which time the station was decommissioned and declared surplus.[1] That 
same year, the original Fourth Order Fresnel lens was removed and placed in the dwelling, where it can still be 
seen.[6] 

In 1975, the Charlevoix Public Schools purchased the site for $1.00. After some vandalism was incurred, in 
1978 the District founded an alternative school for youth aged 16�21.[1] The school district has operated an 
Environmental and Vocational Educational Center in the keepers dwelling. Maintenance and restoration of the 
structure is part of the curriculum.[6] Beginning in 1978, recurrent summer work/study programs greatly restored 
the station, which was then opened as a school.[7] 

In 2003, a grant was obtained to repair spalling of the exterior brick work on the fog signal building.[8] A state 
grant awarded two years later provided $23,000 for oil house restoration.[7] 

The light station is listed on National Register of Historical Places (reference #78001495). It is also on the State 
List/Inventory 

From beaverislandtour.com:  (all pictures are from this website in this section) 

 



Beaver Island is home to two lighthouses....we started at the Whiskey Point light and now we are at the southern most 

end of the island where we find the South Head Light. 

 

This is the third oldest lighthouse in the Great Lakes, built in 1851.   It has a rather funny story attached to it as the 

government purchased land for the light to be built, but the light was constructed on the wrong land and it took the 

government 95 years to acquire the land under its buildings here.  This light is no longer operating as it has been 

replaced by a small light on a tall metal tower.  The story goes that the original lens in this tower was the French prism 

called a Fresnel lens and was the second oldest in the United States.   When it was removed by the Coast Guard, it was 

misplaced and no one knows where the original is now although there is a lens at the base of the tower that you may 

view. 

 

 



When you enter the tower itself, this is what you see displayed in a large glass case.   Wondering what it is?  This is a 

Fresnel lens.  Back when this was an operating lighthouse, this was the type of lens in the top.  The Fresnel lens was 

hand-ground in France and imported to the states.   The quality of light projected through a lens of this type is 

unobtainable by the more modern devices.   This light could be seen more than 20 miles.  Removed from the tower, 

seafarers now rely on a flashing tower behind this beautiful building. 

 

 

Have you ever wondered what was in the inside of the light tower?   Most just contain circular stairs like this made of 

wrought iron.   A pole railing curves along the steps and is cemented into the bricks that comprise the tower.  There are 

small windows as you pass each third of the way to the top.    At the end of the stairs is a small opening that one crawls 

through and suddenly you are at the pinnacle.  The view from here on a clear day is breath-taking. 

 



This is the view from the South Head light looking to the south.   That dark line on the horizon is North and South Fox 

Islands.  As you can see here, the beach is rocky.  The white light emitted by the tower denotes such to sailors, while the 

red of the Whiskey Point light in town denotes a safe harbor. 

This is also home to the Beaver Island Lighthouse School started 17 years ago. A school for troubled teens, the 

Lighthouse School teaches in a one on one atmosphere with plenty of hands-on and tough love. Teachers and students 

live and work together here and play an active part in the island community.   The students built the graceful stairs 

leading from the tower to the beach as one of their projects. 

 

This light also had a fog-horn building and life-saving station just below it.  Although, like the lens, the horn is now gone 

but the brick building remains. 

 



 

Taken in April 2000 

 

Taken in April 2000 

 

These pictures show a very sound and maintained structure that has been exposed to the weather.  Unfortunately, the 

last seventeen years have not kept up with the maintenance needed by the house and the light tower. 

The following pictures are of the lack of maintenance and the disrepair that plagues the structures today. 



Those entities that have responsibility need to step up to the plate and get this structure back to the condition it was 

back in the early 2000�s.  Shame, shame, shame is on those who let this happen under their watch.  Too bad you are not 

stepping up to make this right.  Outside pictures showing damage are below. 

 

Wood siding damaged��������.Door to the light tower damaged 

 

Damage to the foundation of the tower 

 



 

More foundation damage 

 

Damage to the roof 



 

Siding and windows 

 

Bricks of the tower need to be repaired 

 



Inside damage due to the water damage is shown below: 

 

Ceiling damage 

 

 

Wall damage 



 

Inside damage to ceiling and walls 

 

 

Flooring damage and wall damage 


