
  

 
 
 

Lighthouse - Light Station History 
 

Bear Island Light Station 
 
State: Maine 
Town: Mount Desert 
Year Established: 1839 
Location: Bear Island, Maine – Entrance to Somes Sound 
Latitude: 68º 16' 10" W 
Longitude: 44º 16' 59" N 
Height Above Sea Level:  
Map - CS 1887: BEAR ISLAND 
 
Present Lighthouse Built: 1889 
Height of Tower: 31’ 
Height of Focal Plane: 100’ 
Original Optic - 1858: Fifth-order Fresnel Lens 
 
Other Buildings: 
1889 keeper's house 
1889 barn 
1905 oil house 
 
NRHP: 88000043 
 
Keeper History: 
Keeper 1899–1909: Sawyer - Lewis F. Sawyer (1842-1919) 
Keeper: c. 1916: Herbert G. Sawyer (1871-1927) – Herbert’s son 
Keeper: at least in 1947 and 1948 – Dobbins - Harry Brown Dobbins (1887-1966) 
 
Disposition: 
Deactivated: 1981 
Automated: Relighted and privately automated in 1989 
 
"For a time beginning in 1887, Bear Island had a buoy depot where navigational aids were 
maintained; the depot was later transferred to Southwest Harbor. There was also a coaling station 
so buoy tenders in the area could refuel." - “Bear Island Light - History” by Jeremy D'Entremont,  
New England Lighthouses: A Virtueal Guide, 04/27/12, Accessed online 08/15/13; 
http://lighthouse.cc/bear/history.html 
 
"Bear Island Light Station—This lighthouse was built in 1839 and last rebuilt in 1889. It has one 
keeper, who is also in charge of Bear Island lighthouse depot at which a great number of the buoys 
located in waters to the eastward of Bear Island are landed for repairs, cleaning and painting or to 
be fitted for replacement. This light is operated by acetylene gas. The gas is delivered to the station 



  

by our lighthouse tenders, commonly called buoy boats, in a compressed form in cylinders and the 
cylinders are installed in the base of the lighthouse tower as needed, the gas running to the flasher 
in the lantern at the top of the tower through piping or tubing installed for the purpose. The keeper 
merely lights the light at sunset each night and, barring the fact that the burner becomes carbonned 
up, it operates automatically until shut ofif in the morning at sunrise. There is a mechanical bell fog 
signal at this station that is operated by weights which are required to be wound up by the keeper 
at intervals. The descent of the weights by gravity when the machine is operated starts a fog bell 
striking machine in operation, which, through a cog wheel installed thereon, sounds one stroke on 
the bell every fifteen seconds. Bear Island light is 99 feet above the sea level. William Moore was the 
first 
keeper. 
 
The government has purchased the steamboat wharf at Southwest Harbor and the buoy depot is 
being transferred to that place." - “Traditions and Records of Southwest Harbor and Somesville, 
Mount Desert Island, Maine” by Mrs. Seth S. Thornton, 1938, p. 291. 
 
See: New England Lighthouses: A Virtual Guide, Accessed online 02/05/08 etc.; 
http://lighthouse.cc/ 
Jeremy D’Entremont’s web site gives a complete history of the lighthouse, site and keepers - an 
excellent resource with a good bibliography. 
 
See: 
Dolin, Eric Jay. Brillian Beacons: A History of the American Lighthouse (Liveright Publishing 
Corporation, New York, 2016) 
 
Particularly see Chapter 5. p. 92-102, “Europeans Take the Lead,” and Chapter 7, p. 132-156 for the 
origin of the Fresnel Lens and its use. 
 
And p. 404-405+ for the importance of Senator Olympia Snowe’s Maine Lights Program and the 
effect it has had on preserving lighthouses all over the country. 
 
And p. 415, which brought the Maine Lighthouse Museum in Rockland, Maine to the attention of 
SWHPL archivists who were unaware that it, “places one in the midst of the single largest collection 
of lighthouse artifacts and Fresnel lenses in the nation.” 
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