THE BACK RIVER LIGHT

Better known as the Grandview Lighthouse to natives and residents of the Virginia
Peninsula old enough to remember, this picturesque lighthouse cast its guiding
beacon of light across the mouth of Chesapeake Bay for 107 years.
This sturdy structure was built in 1829 on an isolated point of low-lying land to
mark nearby fishing grounds by day and to provide a reference point for entering
the Back River at night. Decades of erosion and storms resulted in its original
shoreline site becoming a small, endangered island that had to be reinforced with
riprap rock several times in the late 19th century.
Abandoned by the U. S. Lighthouse Service in 1936, the thirty-foot tall structure
slowly deteriorated until Hurricane Flossy reduced it to rubble in 1956. Today, all
that is left to mark its location is a pile of nondescript rocks located about a dozen
yards offshore in a remote part of Hampton, Virginia’s Grandview Nature Preserve.

In 1789, President George Washington signed the ninth act of the United States
Congress, creating the U.S. Lighthouse Establishment. In 1822, there were only
70 lighthouses in the entire country. By 1842 that number had increased dramatically to
256 lighthouses and 30 light vessels. One of the lighthouses created during this period of
expansion of navigational aids was the Back River Light. Extensive records for the
original structure have been preserved.
The selected site consisted
of four acres. Purchased by
the Government for $100,
the site consisted of a thin
strip of beachfront with
marshland and some solid
ground behind it. The
lighthouse was built on a
point of land that extends
into the Chesapeake Bay
near the entrance to Back
River and about three miles
north of Buckroe Beach.
When constructed in 1829 by Winslow Lewis of Boston, its white-washed, conical brick
tower stood thirty feet high; quite sufficient to cast its light five to ten miles across the
broad reaches of the Chesapeake Bay’s entrance. Total authorized cost of the lighthouse
was $4,250. It was certainly built to last…its foundation extended three feet below grade.
The structure’s base was eighteen feet in diameter, tapering to nine feet at the top. The
walls were three feet thick at the base and graduated to 20 inches, which supported an
eleven foot-tall metal and glass enclosure that housed the light itself. Ten oil lamps and
ten parabolic reflectors fourteen inches in diameter, coated with pure silver, were initially
installed. When placed in service, the light’s ‘characteristic’ (i.e., pattern) was described
as “continuous revolving white with a 90 second interval (i.e., time of rotation)”.
To call the Back River Light a lighthouse
is somewhat of a misnomer, since it was
never used as a residence. Also
constructed in 1829 at an unknown cost,
the keeper’s house was positioned inshore,
on land just a few feet above sea level.
The keeper’s residence consisted of one
story brick house with an attached kitchen
and a brick (brick!) out-house nearby. In
this late 1800’s photo, the lighthouse itself
can barely be seen on the extreme left.
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An elevated 144 foot-long footbridge was built over the
marsh to provide access to the tower from the
lighthouse keeper’s home. In 1855, a revolving
mechanism with six, twenty-one inch diameter
parabolic reflectors and six much stronger lamps was
installed. The Confederates vandalized the light in
1862, but Union forces restored it to service in 1863.
By 1868, the relentless forces of nature had eroded the
land around the tower’s base on the three sides exposed
to the bay’s tidal forces. In order to prevent any
undermining of the tower’s base, riprap stone was
added around the base. This effort to keep the
lighthouse functional was repeated in 1878 and 1888.
About a mile south of the lighthouse, Grandview Beach developed into a summer resort
around 1890. A hotel, a dance pavilion and bath houses were constructed there by a Mr.
Laser. Horse-drawn resort carriages met bay steamers at Old Point Comfort and the C&O
passenger trains that terminated their runs in Phoebus to take Grandview guests to
Laser’s beachside resort. The infamous, unnamed and initially mislabeled storm of 1933
which devastated much of the Virginia Peninsula swept all of these improvements away.

Later named the Chesapeake-Potomac Hurricane, the eye of this storm passed west of
Grandview. But unfortunately, that placed Grandview and other unprotected areas on the
western shores of Chesapeake Bay in the strongest (i.e., the north-East) quadrant of the
storm. As a result, an unimpeded storm surge of eight-plus feet inundated the entire area.
Around 1940, another dance pavilion was built nearby. In 1948, a larger pavilion was
constructed which could accommodate 300 people. This venue was visited by many
once-popular ‘big bands’. Hurricane Hazel destroyed these newer facilities in 1954.
Undiscouraged, local citizens built a fishing pier where the dance pavilions once stood.
But that structure, in turn, fell victim to Hurricane Isabel in 2003. Ironically, Isabel
followed the approximate path of the 1933 storm, with similar storm surge results.
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Prior storms that had swept the unprotected beaches of
Grandview, such as a 1903 unnamed hurricane, resulted
in the shoreline receding some distance from the
lighthouse. By the early twentieth century, the structure
stood off-shore on what had become a man-made island;
no longer accessible except via its narrow footbridge.
Apparently, the 1933 storm did little or no damage to the
Back River Light or the footbridge.
Sandwiched in between all these natural disasters, a 1931 apparent accidental drowning
near the lighthouse resulted in a sensational murder trial. Professor Eliza Kane, from a
prominent and eccentric Pennsylvania family was accused of killing his wife, Jenny
Graham Kane. He claimed she was petrified of the water, but gamely was trying to learn
how to swim. His wife's locally prominent family, living in Hilton Village at the time, did
not believe him and pressed for a trial, claiming he had been abusive and uncaring.
Not unlike the sensational Simpson trial of recent years, the Kane murder trial attracted
reporters from around the country. Soon, rumors of ‘another woman’ surfaced and a lurid
novel that contained a similar set of circumstances was discovered in the Professor’s car.
The details of his story changed slightly with each retelling. Ii contrast, his family
produced amorous letters that had been written by the married couple to one another.
Nearly a hundred ‘witnesses’ were called,
but the only witness to what actually
happened to Jenny Kane was Grandview’s
silent sentinel. The evidence presented by
the prosecution turned out to be entirely
circumstantial. Professor Kane was
ultimately acquitted by this jury. In 2006,
a Hampton author, Ann Davis, produced a
historical novel entitled Down by the Back
River Light, based on this incident.
Setting all that drama aside, by 1931 the Back River Light was nearing the end of its
useful life. Constant maintenance had been necessary, yet difficult due to the lighthouse’s
exposed and largely inaccessible location. The keeper’s house had been enlarged when a
second story was added in 1894 to better accommodate a keeper’s growing family.
But in 1914 the residence was dismantled when a decision was made by the Government
to automate the Back River Light the following year. Declared surplus by the U.S.
Lighthouse Service, some of the material salvaged from the keeper’s house was carried
inland by horse and wagon, and used to build a private residence. Mr. R. F. Johnson, last
keeper of the Back River Light, may have moved on to perform duties at some other
facility. Or perhaps he remained in that area and found other employment.
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The U. S. Lighthouse Service had come into existence in
1910. During the following decade, this new governmental
agency instituted numerous technological advances, which
included the automation of lighthouses, thus rendering
human occupancy unnecessary. During World War I and
prior to World War II, additional aids to navigation came
into common use. These included radio beacons, automated
fog horns and battery-powered buoys that featured direction
finders and photo-electric alarm systems, in addition to
traditional light and sound signals.
During the Great Depression, economical pressures led to the mass decommissioning of
what were considered to be outdated lighthouses. Their local usefulness and historic
significance were often ignored. The Back River Light was one victim of this
rationalization, and in 1936 it was deactivated. Abandoned and neglected, the footbridge
soon succumbed to the elements and the tower itself began to exhibit serious signs of
deterioration. In the next few years, vandals damaged much of what the Government had
left behind and what periodic storms did not destroy.
By 1947, when this haunting image
graced the cover of a Newport News
Shipbuilding employee periodical, the
beach had receded much further, and
only a few of the footbridge’s supports
remained, albeit seriously eaten away by
the irresistible forces of nature.
In 1954, Hurricane Hazel swept over the
rocky outpost, further damaging what
had once been a welcome navigational
aid. Two years later, on September 27,
1956, after the tower had been standing
in defiance of the elements for 127
years, Hurricane Flossy reduced the
once-sturdy structure to a pile of rubble.
Subsequent storms, in particular
Hurricane Isabel in 2003, scattered
much of the lighthouse’s remains and
protective riprap, leaving the site
appearing much as it does today.
Dubbed ‘the rock pile’ by local watermen who productively fish the shallow waters
nearby, the only other present-day visitors are occasional adventurers who likely are
unaware that any useful man-made structure ever existed at that picturesque locale.
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I stand as on some mighty eagle’s beak,
Eastward the sea absorbing, viewing,
Nothing but sea and sky,
The tossing waves, the foam,
The ships in the distance,
The wild unrest, the snowy, curling caps -That inbound urge and surge of waves,
Seeking the shores forever.
 Walt Whitman 
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~ Postscript ~
A mile south of the lighthouse site, near the end of
Beach Road, which connects Grandview Beach
with the community of Fox Hill, stands this
marker.
Appropriately,
although
perhaps
unintentionally, its base is surrounded by rocks
reminiscent of the riprap rocks that once protected
the Back River Light.
Actually, there were once two ‘Grandview
lighthouses’. In nearby Fox Hill, Wallace Elliot,
whose grandfather had been one of the Back
River Light’s many keepers, built a ten foot tall
replica in front of his home on Beach Road in
1941. Elliott constructed his illuminated curiosity
using stones gathered from Grandview Beach. He
also built a cottage (also capable of being lighted
up internally) and a stone bridge.

For decades, people on their way to and from the Grandview Beach area slowed when
approaching the roadside scene where ‘art imitated life’. That is until 1989, when a drunk
driver leveled the little lighthouse as surely as a hurricane had destroyed the real thing 33
years previously. It was another, albeit unfortunate case of art imitating life…only a pile
of rubble remained after the accident. But at least the cottage and the bridge were spared,
and reportedly still remain in good shape. I cannot help but wonder how many people
these days drive by and wonder what it means…

Bill Lee
October 2010
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