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Abstract 

A small archaeological salvage project was undertaken in the 

fall of 1976 in cooperation with the restoration architect 

assigned to the Cape Spear Lighthouse Restoration Project. 

The stone foundation of the original front porch was 

excavated along with a plank wall and a ring bolt fastened 

in the bedrock and used to anchor the lighthouse. No 

definite evidence was found at the site of the original 

kitchen entrance to indicate what type of steps or porch had 

existed here. The base of the light tower enclosed by the 

house was uncovered, showing the tower to be set directly on 

the underlying bedrock. 
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Historical Background 

The first lighthouse on Newfoundland's foggy coastline was 

established in 1810 at the entrance to St. John's harbour at 

Fort Amherst (Fig. 1). When the need for a second light was 

established, Cape Spear, four miles southeast of Fort 

Amherst, was chosen. Construction of this light began in 

late 1834 or early 1835 and it was in operation by 1 

September 1836. . 

The original building consisted of a stone light tower 

surrounded by a two-storey frame dwelling. The light itself 

came from Inchkeith, near Edinburgh, Scotland, where it had 

been in use since 1815. Over the years numerous changes 

were made to the light-keeper's dwelling. Additional wings 

were added around 1850, 1865, and 1903 (Fig. 2). Doorways 

and chimneys were also altered or replaced as the shape of 

the dwelling changed (Tulloch, pers. com.). 

During World War II, Cape Spear was the site of a 

Counter Bombardment Battery containing two ten-inch guns, 

concrete gun-crew shelters, magazines and barracks, most of 

which have since been torn down. 

1 



History of the Park 

In 1955 the old light was replaced by a new mechanical 

beacon 185 metres to the east. The original structure was 

to be demolished but public interest saved Newfoundland's 

oldest surviving lighthouse. The site became a National 

Historic Park in 1962. 

Park development is now in the planning stage and the 

lighthouse is to be restored during the next few years. The 

objectives are to restore the light and residence to its 

1830s appearance and to stabilize the World War II site so 

that it is not a hazard to visitors (Tulloch, pers. com.). 
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Archaeological Excavations and Results 

As several questions remained following architectural 

investigations, it was felt that a small-scale 

archaeological investigation could provide the missing 

information. Thus in the fall of 1976, archaeological 

excavations were conducted outside the main doorway, at the 

original kitchen entrance, and around the base of the light 

tower (Fig. 2). 

Main Doorway 

As Cape Spear is in such an isolated location, there is very 

little historical data on the lighthouse. Renovations are 

only briefly mentioned; those on the front porch took place 

in 1868 when new steps were built, and in 1884 when the 

porch and its surrounding platforms were torn down (Tulloch, 

pers. com.). The location of the original doorway on the 

north face of the house (Fig. 3) had been discovered by the 

restoration architect during his investigations. While 

searching for evidence of the porch foundation, the 

architect noticed several large rocks below this window. He 

then requested that an archaeological excavation be 

undertaken on this site to determine the size and 

composition of any porch foundation remains. 

Initially a one metre-wide trench was laid out between 

the two large protruding rocks situated at the base of the 

window. This trench was extended until the north edge of a 

foundation was encountered. Once this was established, an 

3 



east-west trench was excavated to determine the width of the 

foundation. With its dimensions known, the entire 

foundation was then excavated. Seated directly on the 

bedrock, it consisted of a wall constructed of stones and 

red and yellow brick with mortar. 

The walls were 0.6 m thick and their surviving height 

varied from 15 cm to 50 cm depending on the slope of the 

bedrock. The foundation extended 2.24 m north from the 

house and was 2.59 m wide. The interior space formed by the 

three walls was filled with rock and brick rubble combined 

with mortar (Fig. 4). No artifacts were found in the 

interior. 

A wide area around the foundation was excavated in an 

attempt to locate the steps (Fig. 5). While several large 

rocks were found on both the east and west sides of the 

foundation, there was no other evidence to suggest the 

location of the stairs. 

In front of the porch, on the north side, a line of 

butt-ended planks 30 cm wide and 2.8 cm thick was found 

running the entire length of the dwelling. These planks 

were set on piles of stones and logs to form a platform base 

or retaining wall (Fig. 6). This wall is 1.12 m from the 

porch and is not parallel to the house, veering slightly to 

the northeast. Stains in the soil plus traces of wood 

fibres indicate that boards once connected the base of the 

wall to the base of the porch foundation where they were set 

directly into the stonework. The traces of these boards are 

very faint but it appears that they were originally set 

0.26 m apart in front of the porch (Fig. 6). No evidence 

remained of boards having been placed on top of these 

sleepers. 

A final feature discovered in the area excavated around 

the porch was located 7.5 m north of the house. A one 

metre-trench had been extended north to investigate any 
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landscaping that may have taken place on the hill beside the 

house. In the 34 cm-deep soil a bolt with a 16 cm ring 

attached was found set into the bedrock (Fig. 7). Both the 

ring and bolt were made of iron 3 cm thick. They are 

located on the centre line of the original 1836 structure 

and are believed to have served as an anchor for guy wires 

which extended from the corners of the eaves where remains 

of bolts are still visible. 

In summary, there was no information on the front 

entranceway prior to excavation. It is now known that the 

house had a fairly large front porch. Evidence for the 

location of the steps is scanty; the large rocks on either 

side of the foundation could have supported the base of the 

stairs or could simply be rubble which fell there during 

dismantling of the porch. The logs and planks found north 

of the porch foundation may have been connected in some way 

with steps. The brief historical note on the dismantling of 

the porch in 1884 does mention the porch and its surrounding 

platforms (Tulloch, pers. com.). Other interpretations 

suggested for this wall are that it is either the base of a 

boardwalk or a retaining wall preventing the shallow layer 

of topsoil from washing downhill. 

Unfortunately there is no historical documentation on 

the appearance of the porch. From the archaeological 

investigations there is evidence to suggest that there might 

have been a trapdoor in the floor of the porch. The 

foundation behind the porch originally contained an opening 

which has since been filled in with stone (Fig. 8). A later 

concrete foundation has now hidden any external indication 

of this opening. A trapdoor from the porch would have 

allowed access to the crawl space around the light tower. 

At this time a trapdoor exists in the hall of the dwelling 

directly behind the window which was originally the front 

door. Although mortar was found cementing the rubble in the 
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interior of the foundation, and despite that fact that no 

artifacts were found which one would expect if the area 

served as a passageway, the presence of the former opening 

strongly suggests that the original porch foundation was not 

rubble filled. The interior could have been filled in 

during the 1865 renovations thus providing a firmer base. 

More likely the rubble found during excavation was simply 

the remains of the upper levels of the foundation which were 

pushed into the interior along with the old mortar. The wet 

climate may have caused it to re-cement itself. 

1836 Kitchen Entrance 
—̂ —' • ' •««•••! •• —I. —Ill • I, 

Three mortice holes slightly to the left of the present 

doorway into the west wing suggested that there had once 

been another door in this location, possibly the original 

kitchen entrance (Fig. 9) (Peck, pers. com.). In an attempt 

to find further information on this doorway, an excavation 

was conducted beneath the floor of the west wing (Fig. 2). 

This project was severely hampered by lack of working room -

the crawl space being less than one metre high - and by 

having very poor lighting. However, it was hoped that the 

remains of steps or a porch might be found beneath the 

mortice holes. 

The space beneath the floor of the west- wing appears to 

have served as a storage area as the floor was covered with 

coal and grain seeds. Twenty centimetres below this 

surface, two extremely faint traces of planks were found 

running west from the wall and located directly below the 

two northernmost mortice holes. The planks were 

approximately 15 cm wide and were associated with red and 

white painted shingle debris. Their depth was approximately 

one metre below the joists of the west wing floor and they 

lay on sterile gravel and bedrock. No plank outline was 
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found beneath the south mortice hole. While this may be due 

to the extreme wetness of the soil, the evidence for a porch 

or stairs must really be limited to the presence of the 

mortice holes. The planks found could easily be rubble 

associated with the shingling. 

Light Tower 

A small area was excavated on the north side of the base of 

the light tower so that its footing could be investigated. 

The soil in this location (Fig. 2) was extremely shallow 

(approximately 2 cm) and was composed of fine dust and coal. 

The tower is built of random-sized rocks with an occasional 

brick and is faced with mortar. It is seated directly on 

the bedrock and the foundation follows the natural 

contours. 
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Conclusions 

These small-scale excavations successfully provided the 

restoration architect with the information he required 

concerning the porch foundation, the light tower foundation, 

and the kitchen entranceway. Remains of the original 2.24 m 

by 2.59 m stone porch foundation were uncovered. No further 

evidence was found concerning the kitchen door steps. The 

light tower itself was found to be built using the natural 

bedrock as its base. 
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1 The Avalon Peninsula of Newfoundland. (Drawing by 

S. Epps.) 
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2 Architect's floor plan of the Cape Spear light and 

house showing areas excavated and features uncovered. 

(Drawing by S. Epps.) 
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3 Cape Spear Lighthouse, 1976. The window to the left of 

the pole was the location of the original entranceway. 

(Photo by author; 5A-2M.) 
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4 Porch foundation prior to removal of interior rubble 

fill. (Photo by author; 5A-27M.) 

5 The porch foundation set directly on bedrock. (Photo 

by author; 5A-30M.) 
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6 A section of the plank wall found north of the foundation 

showing the log base at the east end and the stone bases 

for the planks once connected to the foundation. (Photo 

by author; 5A-64M.) 

7 The bolt and ring located north of the centre of the 

original dwelling. (Photo by author; 5A-32M.) 
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8 Original opening in foundation facing north. Photo 

taken in crawlspace behind porch excavation. (Photo 

by author; 5A-13M.) 

9 The two northernmost mortice holes above the original 

kitchen doorway visible now that plaster and wallpaper 

have been removed. (Photo by R. Peck.) 
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