
The fixed, white, fifth-order lens of Roe Island was lit
for the first time on 16 February 1891. Rain water
from the roof of the lighthouse was collected in the
octagon-shaped water tower. Installed in 1892, the
windmill not only provided power, but pumped water
to a tank on the roof of the outhouse, one of the
small structures seen behind the windmill, thus the
facilities had running water, rather unusual for a
lighthouse station. (USCG)
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Thirty-three miles inland from
the Golden Gate would seem
an unlikely setting for a

lighthouse but, where the
Sacramento-San Joaquin River
meets Suisun Bay is just where
Roe Island Lighthouse was

located. The
busy water-

way was
only five-
miles east
of Benicia
on the
Carquinez
Straights

Located in a vital and important shipping area,
the Roe Island Lighthouse was the only lighthouse
that had to be decommissioned due to war-

related damage during the
Second World War

BY BETTY S.
VERONICO

Roe Island, located 33-miles inland from the Golden Gate at the east end of Suisun Bay, is prone to flooding so the structure
had to be elevated. The original 1889 drawings for the Roe Island Lighthouse depict the building’s design and pilings that
would support the structure. This station was integral in guiding Sacramento River-bound ships safely through not only the
ocean fog that extends this far inland, but the thick low-lying Tule fog from California’s Central Valley. (National Archives) 

and littered with small islands,
most of which were barely above
water at high tide. 

In 1889, Congress appropriated
$10,000 for the establishment of
an aid to navigation
at this location.
Once the land
was purchas-
ed, construc-
tion of a
pier began. A small building was

erected at the end of the pier
and an 800-pound fog bell

measuring 39-inches x 47-
inches with a

mechanical
striking

mechanism was installed. First
activated on 1 February 1891, the
bell struck once every ten-seconds.
Shortly thereafter, the two-story
living quarters for the
keepers was completed and
a fifth-
order,
fixed,

white, Fresnel lens was installed
in a lantern room located on the
roof. The Roe Island Light lit the
waterway for the first time on 16
February 1891. 

Manned by only two keepers,
both of which were bachelors, the
living quarters were small — just
four rooms, one being their
workshop. Over the next few

years, the facility, built on
pilings in the marshland,

was extended and
improved. New build-
ings were erected, in-

cluding
another
five-room

building that mirrored the original
lighthouse minus the lantern room,
that enabled the keepers’ families
to live on site, an oil house, coal
platform, and an enclosure for the
water tower. The windmill at the
end of the pier, along with a pump,
allowed water to flow from the
cistern, making Roe Island one of
the only lighthouses of the era that
had an outhouse with running
water. The only access to and from
the island was by boat, so a set of
boat-ways was also built for the
three boats that were based at the
station — a launch boat, a sailboat,
and a motorboat.
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