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A LTHOUGH John Phillips must have been a well-known 
 L\. figure in Liverpool in his day, we have not been able to 
find out who were his parents or even where and when he was 
born. We know that he was buried in St. Nicholas Church 
yard, Liverpool, but unfortunately his tombstone is not to 
be found. Fen ton in 1811 describes Phillips as "of Liver 
pool, a Welshman, and a native of Cardiganshire " U) but 
gives no other details. His earliest reference to himself 
concerns his efforts to obtain a lease of the Smalls rocks in 
1765. (2) Nor does John Williams of Solva, writing in 1858, 
add much to our knowledge; he describes him as " of 
Liverpool, Merchant, Shipowner, and Member of the 
Society of Friends. (3) After much careful research we have 
not been able to find any confirmation of this statement, 
except that he was in Liverpool from 1770 till his death in 
1783. In January 1768, a John Phillips, bookseller and 
stationer, was bankrupt, and his certificate was granted on 
28 January 1769. It is impossible to be sure that this is our 
John Phillips, but the latter was certainly a bankrupt. (4)

The first definite facts are in the records of the Liverpool 
Town Council, which are known as the Liverpool Town 
Books. One of the " Orders " at the meeting on 7 February 
1770 runs: "that Mr. John Phillips be appointed Dock 
Master of the North Dock and Basin commonly called the 
Townside Dock and other Works to be made incident or

111 Fenton, p. 128. For this and other abbreviations see below, p. 119.
121 Phillips to Creditors (Williamson, 1 October 1773).
'" Ivor Emlyn, p. 4. '«> Williamson, 1 October 1773.
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92 JOHN PHILLIPS AND THE SMALLS LIGHTHOUSES, PART ONE

appurtenant thereto and that his salary for executing the said 
office be Sixty pounds a year to commence only from the 
opening of the said dock and during the pleasure of this 
Council only"' 1 '.

Till George's Dock (to give its later name) was made 
Liverpool possessed only two docks, the Old Dock (which 
later was filled in and became the site of the Custom House) 
and the South Dock (later called the Salt-house Dock). 
The Council were evidently pleased with the way he dis 
charged his duties for at the meeting held on 2 December 
1772 it was " Ordered that Twenty Pounds a year be added to 
Mr John Phillips, Dock Master of the North Dock his 
Salary during the Pleasure of the Council to commence 
from this Time . . . " (2)

Phillips was also Agent for the Proprietors of the Skerries 
light. For some time there had been many complaints of 
the inefficiency of this light, a coal fire on the top of a very 
squat tower. Mr. J. S. Rees has a drawing of it with some 
suggested improvements, dated 1771, but apparently nothing 
had been done about it, so on 26 October 1772 a meeting of 
the Merchants and Masters was held at the Exchange, 
Liverpool, to consider how it could be improved. This 
called forth a long and rather rambling letter from Phillips. (3) 
Here are a few extracts: " Skerries Light . . . The Gentle 
men of Liverpool having applied for some improvement on 
the Skerries Light, without agreeing to any plan, and the 
Proprietors having consented thereto, I as their Agent have 
formed one, which I would willingly hope may answer every 
intention ..." Phillips then gives his instructions to 
Whiteside, to make a model of the tower on the Skerries 
with intended improvements, and gives full details of the 
tower. He proposes to use a lantern instead of the coal 
fire, but " to the eastward of the lanthorn on the right line 
east and west, and on the same platform erect a grate, 3ft. 
high and 3ft. diameter at the top, in the form of a chaffing 
dish, at a distance of 7ft. from the lanthorn. The power 
sashes of the lanthorn are intended to be thrown up, should 
any casualty make it impossible for a time to continue the

"> Town Book No. 11, p. 516. <"> Ibid., p. 607. 
<" Williamson, 21 May 1773.
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reflecting light; in that case when the sashes are thrown up, 
the pillar and reflectors removed, the grate and coal fire will 
have the same effect as at present, so that at all events the 
present advantages are retained, if an accidental storm should 
beat down the lanthorn or break its glasses. Indeed the sashes 
are so contrived that all may be removed in a few minutes ". 
The owner of the Skerries " commanded him to make a plan 
of his suggested alterations, which when executed will be 
submitted to the remarks and improvement of the Public in 
Liverpool, previous to its exhibition at Trinity House."

His interest in lighthouses again appears in a letter (1) 
voicing his disapproval of lighthouses being placed on hills 
some distance inland, particularly the one built on Bidston 
Hill in 1771 to replace the Outer Sea Light at Leasowe, 
which had been washed away. At this date there was no 
deep water channel into the Mersey, so all ships went into 
Hyle Lake, to discharge some of their cargo, before they 
could sail " over the flatts " and up to Liverpool. To 
approach the Hyle Lake from the sea it was necessary to 
keep Bidston Lighthouse immediately above Leasowe 
Lighthouse until the two Hoylake Lighthouses appeared in 
line, indicating the Hyle Lake channel. Here are some of 
his objections: " that every intention of a Lighthouse and 
Landmark is materially prevented, not to say defeated, by 
the situation, and I might add by the construction of the one 
on Bidston Hill, though the defects in construction may be 
dispenced with . . . The higher the elevation, the greater 
distance they can be seen, but the higher they are the more 
they are involved in an opacious atmosphere, in foggy and 
hazy weather; it is the safe, and not the great distance that 
is wanted ... It will be worse than trifling unless the tower 
on Bidston Hill is entirely demolished, and another built 
whereabout the old decayed one stands, or as near it as to 
retain all its advantages ". He is referring to the Outer 
Sea Light (2) which stood about 600 yards north-west of the 
present Leasowe Lighthouse.

o'Williamson, 28 May 1773.
121 The position and remains of this are shown on A copy of a plan of the 

Wallasey Leasowes, Drawn for Mr. Chapman in 1813 (in the Liverpool Dock 
Office).
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The exact date at which he first conceived the idea of his 
chef-d'oeuvre, the achievement of which has caused his 
name to be remembered, a lighthouse on the Smalls, is placed 
at different dates by various writers. The fact that he did 
accomplish his ambition shows his tenacity of purpose, for 
no less a person than Murdock Mackenzie, F.R.S., who 
surveyed and charted the coasts of Ireland and the west coast 
of Great Britain for the Admiralty, wrote to the Liverpool 
Town Council in 1774 giving his opinion with reasons that 
the erection and maintenance of a lighthouse on the Smalls 
was " impracticable " and also that it was not " proper " 
or " regular " for the Council to support Phillips's (1) petition 
to the House of Commons for leave to do so. Fenton (2) 
asserts definitely that it was in 1773 that Phillips got the idea, 
while Rev. H. W. Evans' 3 ' says: "In 1770 John Phillips 
from Liverpool, whose vessel struck there in 1770, vowed to 
erect a lighthouse there if he got safely ashore." We have not 
been able to find any record of a shipwreck in 1770 on the 
Smalls in which a Captain John Phillips figured. Nowhere 
else is he referred to as " captain " although to be a Dock- 
master would require some maritime knowledge. He him 
self states that in 1765 (4) he was endeavouring to obtain a 
lease of the Smalls rocks, so it must have been previous to 
that that he first thought of erecting a lighthouse on them. 
W. S. Hardy, in 1895, published a book called Lighthouses, 
their History and Romance, in which he describes Phillips as 
"A wealthy Quaker Merchant of Liverpool ". (6) He was 
not wealthy, not a Quaker, and not a merchant. Hardy then 
goes on to say: " It is just the kind of profitable philan 
thropy that a man of his tenets would love to indulge in. 
There was money to be made, and good to be done by it, 
but historians later, when the revenues from the light mounted 
higher and higher, seem to have doubts about his altruistic 
aspirations." Had Hardy been better informed he would 
have known that Phillips during his life had great financial 
worries (which are referred to by Mr. Rees in the second part 
of this paper) and that when he died intestate Letters of

111 Touzeau, p. 551. '" Fenton, p. 128.
"" South Wales News, 25 August 1935.
141 Williamson, 1 October 1773. "» Hardy, p. 207.
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Administration were granted and Trustees bound for the 
sum of £2,000 surety. The adjective " wealthy" could 
hardly be applied to him, as at that date the guarantees were 
twice the value of the estate. In 1773 (1) Phillips wrote a 
very wordy letter to the press which began:

" Mr. Phillips. To his Creditors, and thro' them to the World. 
The time has come, the happy moment is arrived when I can emerge 
from behind the cloud by which I have been obscured to your 
prejudice, and explain to you the plan upon which I always assured 
myself you would be paid without prejudice to any other; indeed 
with manifest advantage to the public, and to the individuals more 
immediately concerned. Tho' it may seem impertinent to take up 
your time with so poor a subject as myself, I cannot resist so favour 
able an opportunity, to throw off my shoulders a part of that load 
which calumny so wantonly laid on me, and this I do by assuring 
you that I never lost sight of paying all men the whole of their 
demands upon me from the moment I was first harassed to the 
present. Notwithstanding my acquital by the certificate under a 
commission of Bankruptcy ... I paid small sums such as I could 
spare to those whom I thought wanted most, and to this day I 
continue paying. If you doubt me I appeal to the widow of 
William Llewellin at Cardigan, to whom I have sent enough to keep 
the wolf from the door, in that country, every quarter ever since she 
became a widow, and shall continue to do so till what I owed her 
late husband is paid. I could name some in Liverpool whom I 
paid since the publication of my certificate, but perhaps they would 
not be pleased to be classed with those whom I thought wanted 
most. It is not vanity it is not parade, that brings forth these 
truths. No, I have known fame long enough to know that she is a 
jilt, and that like all jilts she smiles on the timid, and trifles with the 
ardent. They are brought forth to heal my wounds, to gain your 
good opinion ... My plan has been to build a Lighthouse, on 
the principal Rock of the Smalls, of so singular a construction as to 
be known from all others in the world, as well by night as by day, to 
be known the moment it is seen, and not to be mistaken for any 
other . . . For this purpose I have in various ways been soliciting 
a grant of the recks ineffectually ever since the year [17J65 ..."

I have given only excerpts from this letter, as it occupied 
three columns of the paper. In the next issue of the paper 
he had another which filled more than one column, but gave 
no relevant information.

There are allusions in the local papers to other worries

"'Williamson, 1 October 1773.
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that he had. In 1773, ( l ' the following appears:" We hear that 
Mr. Phillips has been so often insulted in his own house, that 
he is determined to have his windows armed, of which all 
Midnight heroes, whose characters are already established, 
and those who are midnight heroes in intention only are 
desired to take notice ". The meaning is not very clear, 
but one imagines that he is referring (to quote Ingoldsby 
Legends) to

" those troublesome swells,
Who come from the playhouses, flash kens, and hells, 
To pull off peoples' knockers, and ring peoples' bells !"

His threat to have his windows armed hardly supports the 
opinion that he was a Quaker.

Another letter complains of the obstruction caused " by 
vessels swinging to the Dolphin " (2) and others that are 
adrift in George's Dock, and gives notice " that unless they, 
and every one of them be removed and secured before 
Monday next, I the Dock Master, will cause them to be 
removed to the North Pier at the expense of the said owner 
or owners", and adds that the " Penalty for obstructing the 
Dock Master in this part of his Duty is Twenty Pounds." 
On a plan of Liverpool published by R. Williamson at his 
shop near the Exchange in 1766 the Dolphin is marked and 
was apparently the rounded sea wall of the land between the 
graving docks and the river, near to where the Pilot Office 
now stands. To the south of this was a tidal gut, down which 
the water from the Pool (which ran into and was used to 
flush the Old Dock) ran into the river. Through this gut at 
high water vessels could enter the Old Dock, the South 
Dock, and the south end of George's Dock, Phillips com 
plains that ships moored to the Dolphin, and those adrift 
in the dock, " are great obstructions to the business of the 
said dock either in preventing ships in their progress to the 
North Gates ... or in preventing the progress of ships 
inwards, so as to endanger the not shutting of the gates."

111 Williamson, 8 January 1773. 
12 > Williamson, 1 October 1773.
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As a Dock Master he was a great success, for at a Council 
Meeting held on 3 November 1733 (1) it was " Ordered that 
Mr. John Phillips' salary as Dock Master of the North 
Dock be made up to One Hundred Guineas a year for his 
diligent impartial and faithful discharge of his said office 
and the great attendance he give and pay therein ". The 
sand and mud which accumulated in the dock, from time to 
time had to be removed. On 18 March 1774 he gave notice' 21 
that the dock would be run dry for this purpose on 27 March. 
From now onwards numerous references to the Smalls 
appear, not only in the Liverpool papers, but also in the 
Cumberland Pacquet, a Whitehaven paper.

Phillip's next letter to the papers, dated 27 October 1775, (3) 
is addressed to the Pilot Committee at Liverpool. When 
the Authorised Pilot Service came into operation, the Pilot 
Committee was anxious to provide for their boats in bad 
weather a place of refuge conveniently placed to Beaumaris 
Bay, which was their station. An investigating committee 
visited various parts of the coast such as Moelfre, Lynas, 
Bull Bay, etc. with this in view, and their selection was Lynas. 
Phillips's choice was evidently Moelfre, as extracts from his 
letter show:

" Gentlemen, I think that it is universally agreed that you want a 
secure look out station for your boats, if not the distress of some of 
them in the last storm is a striking and recent instance of it. Mr. 
Berry and some others who were sent to examine, tell me that at 
Moelvir one may be obtained not only safe and comfortable for this 
purpose, but of like efficiency as a road for ships in general, a matter 
most devoutly wished for at an expense of about a thousand 
pounds. A difficulty in raising the sum, when the magnitude of the 
good to be acquired is considered, ought to put opulence to the 
blush, and public spirit (such a rascal is he on this occasion, he has 
sneaked into a corner). To bring him forward if possible, by the 
head and shoulders. Find the money and I will mortgage all the 
revenue appropriated for the maintenance of the lights on the 
Smalls, after that intention is perfected and maintained for the sum 
and make a compliment of it for this purpose. Those who were so 
confident as to assert that revenue would amount to three thousand 
pounds per annum, can have no doubt of the sufficiency of this 
security in point of value; as to the practicability of raising and

'" Town Book 11, p. 634. (2 > Williamson, 18 March 1774. 
""Gore, 27 October 1775.
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establishing it (that is the lighthouse) if you have yet any doubts 
respecting the principle, send to see whether the hutt built on the 
Smalls be standing, and draw your own conclusions.

I am, Gentlemen,
Your humble servant, 

John Phillips."

In December 1766 Lord Chatham had a bill ready to place 
before Parliament, to give the Navy power to man their 
ships by the Press Gang. Phillips was very much opposed to 
this method, and so had drafted a bill of his own and had sent 
it to Lord Chatham some three months earlier. As he had 
no reply, he wrote to Sir Edward Hawke, Chatham's succes 
sor. He then got a reply from Chatham saying that his 
delay in answering was due to lameness, and later to pressure 
of business, and ended: " you will take what steps you think 
proper for the furtherance of a design you persue with so 
much zeal." So Phillips " wrote to the papers". His 
letters appeared in the Liverpool General Advertiser of 19 
and 26 December 1766, 9 and 16 January, 27 February, 13 
March, and 24 April 1767. The letters are long but give no 
information. Here is an extract from that of 16 January 
1767. " When I emerged out of my native beloved obscurity, 
and became willingly a public, though a volunteer champion 
in the cause of the most respectable men in the world, I did 
not do it without having made every modest overture in 
private, which humility, prudence, and indeed thorough 
knowledge of my deficiencies suggested." This is an example 
of his obscure way of writing, and in none of these letters 
does he disclose his plan. He was always so enamoured 
of his own ideas, that he refrained from prematurely pub 
lishing them, lest someone should steal his thunder. In 
the last letter of this series he says: "I have at last been able 
to draw up a compend of the bill, intended for the service 
of Britain and manning of her navy. It will be ready for 
distribution at my own house on Monday 27th April". 
There is no further allusion to it in the press.

References to the Smalls appeared in the press and, 
although he must have been absent from Liverpool on 
many occasions for longer or shorter periods, all seems to 
have gone well at the dock till after his departure on 18 July
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1777. On the night of 6 August a person was drowned in 
George's Dock. Next day the Committee for the Docks 
was called, and any other members of the Council who would 
attend were authorised " to call the Dockgate men, of all 
the docks before 'em and examine into their conduct and 
performance of duty particularly last night to take care of 
the drawbridges at George's Dock, as it is reported that a 
person was drowned ... by one part of the drawbridge 
being left open, and for the future all drawbridges be locked 
down every night, and that Mr. Mayor be authorized to 
appoint a proper and fit person to superintend George's 
Dock, in the absence of Mr. Phillips, and to pay such person 
out of the said Mr. Phillips's salary and that Mr. Phillips have 
notice to attend the Council next Council day but one to 
answer for his neglect of duty, and that Mr. Gerrard have 
power to stop out of his salary what money he has advanced 
for Mr. Phillips to pay any person for executing his office 
in his absence." (1)

Up to this time it seems to have been quite in order for the 
Mayor to grant leave of absence to the dock masters, but after 
this accident it was ordered at the Council meeting on 1 
October 1777 " that Mr. Mayor for the time being whenever 
he gives any liberty of absence to any Dockmaster of the 
several docks in this town for above the space of one week 
that Mr. Mayor be authorised to appoint an able and 
sufficient person to act as Deputy Dock Master with sufficient 
powers to act in that capacity and to pay him wages out of 
such Dock Master's salary during such absence ". (2)

Two years later (1782) Phillips's name again figures in the 
minutes of the Council. (3) The trouble arose from Mr. 
Mayor sending a message to Phillips that he was to direct 
the dockgate men " under his command " to assist in sup 
pressing the many disturbances of the public peace, which 
frequently occurred on Easter Monday and Tuesday. 
Phillips did not consider that this was any of his business, or 
that the dockgate men should include this as part of their 
duties, so he sent " an insolent answer to the Mayor ". It 
would be interesting to have the text of this message, but it is 
not recorded; it may have been verbal, for all that we are

111 Town Book, No. 12, p. 67. I2 > Ibid., p. 74. <"> Ibid., p. 292.

I
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told is that he definitely refused " what it is conceived was his 
duty." The Mayor felt that this was more than his dignity 
could stand, so he called a Council meeting " at once ", on 
3 April 1782, when it was unanimously resolved and ordered 
by the Council that he (John Phillips) be suspended from his 
employment of Dock Master, and that the Town Clerk 
acquaint Mr. Phillips with the Order of the Council.

Five days later, on 8 April, a special Council Meeting was 
called to consider the Order of the Council made " on 
Wednesday last respecting the suspension of Mr. John 
Phillips from his office as Dock Master of the North Dock 
in this town for wilful disobedience and contempt and the 
said John Phillips be and is hereby dismissed from such his 
office or employment to which he was appointed on 7th. 
February 1770. That another Dock Master be appointed in 
his stead and that the Town Clerk serve Mr. Phillips with a 
copy of this order." Even when the Council met again on 1 
May to appoint Mr. Mundy Pole " as Dock Master of the 
North or New Dock " the words " in the room of Mr. 
John Phillips (Dismissed at a special Council held 8th. of 
April last) " are included which looks as if that message was 
still rankling in His Worship's bosom.

Only one more reference to him is to be found in the Town 
Books, when on 5 June 1782 he presented a memorial to the 
Council " respecting his plan for an intended dock and works 
in the Harbour of Holyhead," and he naively adds " the 
same may materially affect the trade of this port". This 
was referred to the Gentlemen of the Board of Trade, who 
were requested to report thereon to the next Council, but 
unfortunately their verdict is not recorded.

This is only one of the many schemes his fertile brain con 
templated. In his letter to his creditors, part of which has 
already been quoted he modestly states:

" I have extended my plan, besides erecting a most remarkable 
light on the Smalls, to make a reflecting light on the Skerries, 
cleaning the North Sound leading to Holyhead Harbour, making a 
pier within that harbour within which frigates may lie on float in all 
tides, building a pier at Moilvre for the Pilots of Liverpool, placing 
buoys on Carmarthen Bar, perch the Crow on Linney Point, improve 
Goltop and Solvach in Bride's Bay; buoy Cardigan Bar; improve 
Aberistwith Bar, buoy Aberdovey, and Barmouth Bar, Perch
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Patrick's Causey, repair and improve the Pier at Porthdinnlan in 
Carnarvon Bay, build a Pier at Maltraith and Abersraw in the same 
Bay, build turrets on each side of Amlwch, Buoy Cpnway Bar, and 
support all for ever without a new tax on the public, and this in a 
manner adventageous to all the parties concerned."

John Phillips did not live long enough to complete any of 
these dreams, nor even to enjoy the income which was later 
received from the lighthouse on the Smalls. He died on 
28 February 1783, at Knutsford, on his way to Buxton. 
Curiously we have found no obituary notice in any news 
paper, and it was only after searching the registers at Knuts 
ford, and Buxton, that Mr. Rees finally discovered he had 
been buried in St. Nicholas' Churchyard, Liverpool. One 
would expect that one whose name so often appeared in the 
local newspapers and must have been known personally to 
so many of the townspeople would have at least had his death 
referred to and even a short sketch of his life recorded in the 
local papers.

No description of the first lighthouse on the Smalls would 
be complete without mention of Henry Whiteside. When 
Phillips made known his intention of building a lighthouse on 
these rocks he received a number of designs from various 
people expressing their ideas of the kind of building most 
suitable for this very exposed and difficult site. He selected 
the design submitted by Henry Whiteside, a young musical 
instrument maker, of Liverpool. He was born in 1748 in 
Fontenoy Street, where his parents are believed to have 
owned some property, and while still quite young he showed 
that he possessed manual dexterity, well above that of the 
average boy, and so was bound apprentice to a carpenter, 
or it may have been a cooper, for in the Town Books there is 
an entry dated 1 August 1764 which states that " Henry 
Whitesides was admitted Free Cooper on Servitude by 
paying 6/8 ". When he submitted his model of the light 
house " to the criticism of the public " he was a musical 
instrument maker living in Covent Garden.

Just when he began operations on the rock is not clear. 
Emlyn (1) says that he arrived at Solva in a smack from 
Liverpool, accompanied by about half a dozen Cornish

111 Ivor Emlyn. p. 8.
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miners, in the summer of 1772. This does not tally with 
Fenton's statement that John Phillips first conceived the 
idea of the lighthouse in 1773, while Phillips himself says that 
in 1765 he first tried to lease the rock. We know that the 
first lease was not obtained till 1774. (1) The miners' work 
was to drill the rock for the insertion of the iron pillars on 
which the light and living rooms were to be built. Possibly 
the inhabitants of Solva and the surrounding coasts were 
not enthusiastic about the suggested lighthouse, as a wreck 
in most coastal regions at that date was regarded not only 
as fair spoil but as direct evidence of the Grace of God. 
Perhaps also he was not told as much as he might have been 
about the currents setting about the rocks, and the rapidity 
with which the sea would rise " mountains high " with a 
change of wind or tide, and they were decidedly optimistic 
when they said that the rock stood twelve feet above high 
water mark.

Whiteside at this time was scarcely twenty-six years of age, 
and although a native of Liverpool he was probably a novice 
in nautical lore. Robert Stevenson, (2) who visited the light 
house in 1801, states that the rock is 5ft. perpendicular above 
the surface of the water in moderate weather at high water 
during spring tides. The report of the Royal Commision 
(1861) is less definite. All it says is that the rock is above 
high-water mark, but in bad weather the sea breaks all 
about the lantern, and green seas pass up to a point about 
32ft. above the level of the rock.' 3 '

But to return to Whiteside and his miners. They at once 
began to drill the rock, and had only been able to get one 
of their long iron bars into it for about 4 ft. when a strong 
southerly breeze caused " an ugly sea ", which at intervals 
swept over the rock and submerged the working party. 
The boat which was acting as tender had no alternative 
but to sail away and seek shelter, leaving them to their 
fate. The only way they could prevent themselves from being 
swept off the rock and drowned was for them all to cling to 
the one iron rod, which they had driven into the rock. All 
through the night they could not relax their hold, till the tide

< l » See below, p. 108.
"' Royal Commission 1861, Vol. I, p. 17.

'" English Lighthouse Tours, p. 18.



JOHN PHILLIPS AND THE SMALLS LIGHTHOUSES, PART ONE 103

had reached its lowest ebb. Several times they were nearly 
washed away. No vessel could approach the rock until the 
weather moderated, and it was not until the next evening 
(another version says the third day) that their tender could 
return and take them off; none of them had been lost, but 
all were in a very exhausted condition. It was quite obvious 
that the building of the lighthouse in this position was going 
to be both difficult and dangerous. There are two groups of 
rocks, the Smalls and the Hats and Barrels. They are situated 
about twenty-two miles from the nearest port from which 
the work could be carried on, and the small surface of the 
rock and the number and force of the currents, even in calm 
weather, were difficulties not easy to surmount.

But even their first experience did not daunt either White- 
side or his Cornish miners, and their next work was to fix 
iron rings into the rock to which they could lash themselves 
in bad weather. These rings proved useful on many occa 
sions, before the huts could be erected for shelter, and even 
when this had been done they were often washed away, 
and others had to be built to replace them. It is recorded 
that the clothes of the workmen were often torn and their 
skin badly lacerated by being flung heavily on the rough 
surface of the rock by the force of the waves.

By the summer of 1773 Ivor Emlyn tells us all the holes 
had been prepared for the reception of the iron pillars which 
had been brought from Liverpool, but Whiteside decided 
that before erecting them on the rock he would temporarily 
assemble the fabric in a field called Gamblyn at the extreme 
end of Solva Harbour. In this same field he afterwards 
built his residence, Harbour House, where he lived till his 
death. After the iron pillars had been re-erected to some 
height on the rock, one night of stormy weather gave suffi 
cient proof that they had not enough give in them, and so 
oak posts were substituted for some of them in the building 
on shore before it was reassembled on the rock. The light 
house was at last completed in the summer of 1776. The 
following winter (1776-7) was very stormy and gave the 
structure a very severe testing. Whiteside, who remained 
behind with possibly two keepers and one workman to 
observe how his work stood the strain, probably stayed
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longer than he at first intended. Apparently he had made no 
arrangement about being taken off, for had he made relief 
arrangements they surely would not have been " forgotten ". 
By the end of January they were without any means of light 
ing a fire and had very little water or other necessities. 
Unable to communicate with those on shore, they were en 
tirely cut off, until Whiteside bethought himself of the some 
what unreliable way of obtaining assistance by writing 
three letters and putting each one in a separate corked bottle, 
and each bottle into a cask, on the outside of which were the 
words: "Open this and you will find a letter". These 
were cast into the sea. Fortunately a copy of the letter 
survives; this is how it is worded:

" To Mr. Williams. Smalls February 1, 1777. 
" Sir,

" Being now in a most dangerous and distressed condition upon 
the Smalls, do hereby trust Providence will bring to your hand this 
which prayeth for your immediate Assistance to fetch us off the 
Smalls before the next spring (tide) or we fear we shall all perish, 
our water near all gone, our fire quite gone, and our house in a 
most melancholy manner. I doubt not but you will fetch us from 
here as fast as possible: we can be got off at some part of the tide 
almost any weather, I need say no more, but remain your distressed

Humble servant 
Hy. Whiteside."

" We were distressed in a gale of wind, upon the 13 January, since 
which we have not been able to keep any light but we could not have 
kept any light above sixteen nights longer, for want of oil and candles 
which makes us murmur, and think we are forgotten.

Ed. Edwardes.
Geo. Adams.
Jno. Price.

" We doubt not but that whoever takes up this, will be so merciful 
as to cause it to be sent to Thos. Williams Esq. Trelethin, near St. 
David's, Wales."

One of these letters came ashore in Galway Bay and was 
sent to Mr. Williams by the Mayor of Galway. The second 
was washed ashore on Newgall Sands, near Solva, and the 
third was found a few days after it was committed to the 
deep in a creek below the house of Mr. Williams, to whom it
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was addressed, so that assistance was sent immediately to 
bring them off the rock.

This Mr. Thos. Williams of Trelethin was (to give him his 
correct title) the first " Agent of the Establishment ". White- 
side succeeded him, and married at Whitford Church on 16 
September 1780 Martha the youngest daughter of Mr. Wm. 
Bevan of Solva. He died in 1824, and his wife survived him 
until 1832. Two plain tombstones at Whitford Church 
mark their last resting place.




