Luminous Lighthouse
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Long Beach Island, NJ -   I came here to visit a friend, but, in doing so, I made a new friend:  Barnegat Lighthouse.  Sitting majestically on the north end of the island, approximately midway north/south on New Jersey’s Atlantic shore, the lighthouse is an absolutely beautiful reminder of earlier days when seafarers’ lives depended on the steady navigational light provided by these structures along the coast.
This one was initially put into operation in 1835 (at a cost of $6000) as a non-flashing, fifth-class light, which was helpful, but not really adequate for the increasing ocean traffic for our new nation.  Its light could not be seen at useful distances, and it fell into the sea only 22 years later.  

George Meade, an Army Lieutenant and engineer, was ordered to design a replacement, and his creation was placed into operation in 1859 at a cost of $40,000.  At a height of 165 feet above sea level, and with an extremely bright light, it served navigators well until replaced in 1927 by a lightship anchored 8 miles off the coast.  [This is the same George Meade who only a few years later, as a Union general, commanded the forces which defeated the Confederate army under Lee at Gettysburg].
The lighthouse today has been restored and is a popular tourist attraction.  Its light is no longer in operation, but the entire structure is flood-lit at night.  The white cylindrical base is painted red from about midway to the top, forming a spectacular landmark for the entire island.

As I walked around Barnegat Lighthouse, I was struck by the beauty of the entire summer setting.  It was a glorious day with full sun and a brisk breeze.  Bluefish were running in the inlet, and local fishermen were catching them on every cast, sometimes two to a cast!  The water in the inlet is notoriously swift and unpredictable; small boats were being tossed side to side in the choppy waters where sea meets inland waterway.  Mounds of rugosa rose were in the late summer stage. Their fragrant blooms were still scenting the sea air, with clumps of bright red rose hips from earlier blossoms just waiting to be harvested by anyone searching for a free source of Vitamin C.
As I carefully walked 1760 steps on the slippery boulders of the seawall jutting into the Atlantic, there were several families of piping plovers searching for food on the sand dunes to the south.  These small, sandy-colored birds are an endangered species, so I felt extremely grateful to watch them scurry along with their yellow-orange legs moving at blinding speed and then coming to a full stop, much like the sandpipers of the North Carolina beaches.  Only one hundred years ago, the plovers were very common along the entire Atlantic coast, but they were hunted nearly into extinction for their feathers which were used in the millenary trade.   

Although the population of piping plovers has been protected since 1986, the numbers of nesting pairs in New Jersey has remained consistently very low, estimated to be around 120 or less.  To have seen several pairs near Barnegat was a special privilege.  Although it is a fact that over 99.99 % of the species of animals that have existed at one time or other in Earth’s history are now gone, it would be tragic if we allowed species such as the plover to die out due strictly to human interference.  Shore development by humans, off-leash dogs, and feral cats are the primary threats; surely we can adjust to protect these wonderfully, entertaining creatures.
So if you find yourself on Long Beach Island during an upcoming summer visit, please spend some time in the exquisite surf, but also venture a few extra miles to the north end of the island to visit Barnegat Lighthouse and its enchanting neighborhood.

I thought you might like to know.
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