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 One would think that lighthouses would be obsolete in these days of GPS and 
Satellite navigation.

Many are now national monuments and inactive. 
However there is still a need in particularly 
dangerous areas and many live on. Most 
lighthouses are now unmanned and automatic.

A lighthouse is a tower, building, 
or structure designed to emit light from a 
system of lamps and lenses and used as an aid 
to navigation at sea or on inland waterways.

Lighthouses are used to mark dangerous 
coastlines, hazardous shoals and reefs, and safe 
entries to harbours.

Many people argue about which light is seen. All are marked on nautical charts and while these 
are not generally available, common sense and local knowledge of Geography should prevail.

The distance a light can be seen depends mainly on the height of the observer and the height 
of the light.

The higher above water level the object, or the eye of the viewer are, the greater will be the 
distance at which the light in a lighthouse can be seen.

An approximate formula to use is to multiply the Square Root of the height of the observer's 
eye above sea level by 13.2 miles and add the result to the Square Root of the height of the 
lighthouse above sea level. This formula takes into account the refraction of light through the 
atmosphere.

To summarise:  If Height of eye is h feet

And Height of light is H feet

 Than distance seen is the square root of (13.2 X h) + square root 
of (13.2 X H) Miles



Early lights used fire, but the problems here are to get a strong enough source and to 
concentrate the light.

 Modern lighthouses use electricity to rotate the assembly and provide a powerful source of 
light through the use of arc lights (Carbon rods held at a critical distance apart and allowed to 
spark) and an Acetylene flame or other high temperature means. 

A Fresnel lens achieves concentration by 
focussing the light in a narrow beam 

Shipping identifies lights by their 
characters—The Timing of flashes, their 
occultation, and colour or timing in 
morse code.

Light may also be obscured in a 
particular arc or may be red to show a 
dangerous arc.

The Light characteristics are listed at 
left

 

Some Lighthouses of interest to us in Betty’s Bay:

 



  

Green Point Lighthouse (Cape) is the oldest solid 
structured Lighthouse in South Africa dating back to 
1824. It is often incorrectly referred to as Mouille 
Point. Deputy Governor Sir Rufane Donkin 
commissioned the first lighthouse in the Cape. It 
is still in use today (after increases in height and 
candle power). The addition of a fog horn – which is 
sounded every 30 seconds as soon as Robben 
Island is no longer visible – is a familiar, but 
unwelcome sound to anyone living in Greenpoint 
and Seapoint. But it is a boon to mariners.

Characteristic: One flash every six seconds

17 metres above high water 

 Mouille point Lighthouse was commissioned in 1842 and has 
been inactive since 1908.
It was the second Lighthouse in South Africa. It was demolished in 
1912. 
What remains is a 3m rebuilt structure. This Lighthouse is often 
confused with the Green Point Lighthouse a short distance away.

  

 

 

 

 Cape Point Lighthouse (not the 
most Southern tip of Africa!) 

The lighthouse you see here was the 
second light house, built 286 feet 
below the first that was erected on 
an iron tower.

 Character: group flashing three 
every 30 seconds.

 87 metres above high water

 

 

Cape Hangklip The tower stands 22 metres 
high

 White flash every 10 seconds

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Danger point

 Situated on the Southern point of Walker Bay, near the 
village of Gansbaai, Danger Point lighthouse received its 
name because of the treacherous reef and submerged 
rocks that reach out to sea from the point making it 
hazardous for ships hugging the coast.

This lighthouse is often referred to as the Birkenhead 

 It is named after the troopship “Birkenhead” which struck 
a rock and sank rapidly with much loss of life. It is famous 
for the order “women and children first”

Who were disembarked while the soldiers stoically stood 
to attention.

This was in the Victorian era and is unlikely ever to be 
repeated

It was commissioned in 1895.

   Three flashes every 40 seconds

  18.3metres above high water

 Quoin Point Lighthouse is situated at 
Buffeljagsbaai between Danger Point and Agulhas. 

 It is a lattice tower 23 meters high. It has a 
diamond shaped day marker.

  two white flashes, separated by 3 s, every 10 s

 I have often heard people confuse Danger point 
light with Quoin Point light, but Quoin point is 
some 40 miles from Betty’s Bay and is obscured 
behind the Danger Point peninsula. 

 If the peninsula were not there, you would have 
to be 60 feet tall to see Quoin Point Light from 
Betty’s Bay.

 

You might see it if you view from the top of 
Bobbejaankop.

 

 

 

 

Cape Agulhas

31 metres above high water 

 

One flash every 5 seconds


