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THE story of John Phillips, the dockmaster and dreamer 
of grandiose schemes, and the temporary building of the 

Smalls Lighthouse by Henry Whiteside in the Vale of Solva, 
has been told by Mr. E. Cuthbert Woods in the first part of 
the paper, and it is my province to speak of the design of this 
lighthouse, of the character of the lights after it had been 
set up on its permanent site on the Smalls rock, and of its 
subsequent history.

Phillips's plan was " to build a lighthouse on the princi 
pal 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 ". (1) He intended to provide for its 
maintenance by utilising a part of the dues collected in 
respect of the Milford Lighthouse without burdening trade 
with an additional expense, the Milford lessees to be compen 
sated for their reduced revenue by certain financial and other 
arrangements which he proposed to make. But the Milford 
lessees were not impressed by his scheme and refused to co 
operate.

One feature of Phillips's Smalls-Milford scheme, worthy of 
notice, is his proposal that, in part return for the use of a 
portion of the Milford light dues, he should obtain an Act of 
Parliament extending in perpetuity the lease of the Milford 
Lighthouse, which had been built in 1713-14 (2) and had only 
a few years to run. Had the proposal matured Phillips would 
unconsciously have laid the foundation of a fortune, to 
be enjoyed in the distant future by the lessees of the light-

(1) Phillips to Creditors (Williamson, 1 October 1773). 
< 21 Stevenson, p. 67.
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house, but at the time the idea of Trinity House purchasing 
or re-acquiring light dues had not taken shape, as is evidenced 
by the fact that five years later they granted a lease of the 
Smalls Lighthouse for 99 years.

As early as 1765 Phillips had without success solicited a 
lease of the Smalls Rocks, but it was not until the 4 August 
1774 that such a lease was obtained from His Majesty's 
Treasury. To be known from all others in the world the 
moment it was seen, by night and day, the outline of the 
Smalls Lighthouse and the Light would require to be quite 
out of the ordinary. Whether the light justified Phillips's 
claim is very doubtful, but the building spoke for itself.

In an intended petition to Parliament of December 1774, 
seeking to extend the lease of the rocks and letters patent 
to build a lighthouse thereon from 50 years to perpetuity, 
Phillips reveals that he had hoped to erect the lighthouse in 
the previous September (1774). With that object in view he 
had at great expense (resulting in his credit becoming exhaus 
ted) fitted all the materials, but owing to the turbulence of the 
season his hopes had not materialised, and abandoning the 
idea of erecting the building on the rock that year Whiteside 
had fitted up the complete lighthouse in the Vale of Solva.

However, on 17 June 1775 the expedition for erecting 
this lighthouse left Liverpool for the Smalls rocks. An 
affidavit made before the Mayor of Liverpool' 11 informs us 
what happened. Briefly, the expedition consisted of James 
Somers, Henry Whiteside, eight miners, a blacksmith and two 
labourers. Essex Summons was the master of the vessel in 
attendance, the Unity. They continued their efforts on the 
rock when weather permitted until October, and on the 
5th of that month left their base at Solva to return to Liver 
pool for the winter. From the time they had left Liverpool 
until they returned (3J months) they had, owing to the 
weather, only been able to work on the rock for a period in 
the aggregate equal to nine days. The miners succeeded in 
boring the hole for the centre pillar eighteen inches deep, 
made headway with another, marked out the rest, and built 
a hut to lodge twelve men and their provisions for two weeks.

Experience on the rock had convinced them all that when

111 Gore, 13 October 1775.
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the lighthouse was erected it would withstand the most 
violent weather. Of necessity some of the men had been 
left on the rock for two days during spring tides; all of them 
had worked there in turbulent weather at the height of 
spring tides, and nothing untoward had happened. They 
had the greatest confidence in the stability of the hut they had 
built, and saw nothing to prevent the completion of the 
lighthouse the next summer, if the work was commenced in 
April instead of in June. We may assume that in the follow 
ing year, 1776, work on the rock did begin in April; at all 
events in June Phillips was able to say that he expected to be 
in a position to exhibit the lights on 1 August following, but 
in a message from Solva on 18 July he announced that he 
could not show the lights as he intended. (1) He promised 
a light of some description, if only a common lantern sus 
pended from the pillars. At last the great day arrived, and 
on the 1 September 1776 the lighthouse was completed and 
the lights marked the Smalls rocks.

Phillips then describes the lights of which there were two, 
a pellucid green light over a bright light. The latter, he 
claimed, could be seen at a distance of four leagues in clear 
weather. The upper or green light was intended to guide 
the navigator through the channel between the Barrels and 
Grasholm or between the Smalls and the Hats. If a vessel 
had the lower or bright light bearing from her about west, 
northerly or southerly, and the green light was not visible 
or only very faint, then she could conclude she was to the 
eastward of the Barrels and in the channel between them and 
Grasholm. If the green light appeared bold and could be 
ascertained to be at a distance of two miles or less, the 
navigator could conclude that he was between the Smalls 
and the Hats. The intended service of the green light may 
in theory have seemed fairly satisfactory, but its practical 
use must have been very doubtful; poor visibility might 
easily upset all calculations.

Ivor Emlyn (1858) says the lighthouse, octagonal in 
shape, was first built with eight pillars, five wood and three 
iron, the latter being cylindrical columns in sections of six 
feet with flanges to bolt them together. Many years later,

u'Williamson, 26 July 1776.
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he goes on to say, the pillars were increased to nine, by placing 
one in the centre; but Whiteside in a letter dated 22 July 
1775 (1) stated that "he had bored the hole for the centre 
pillar, eighteen inches deep; that tho' the rock is as hard as 
marble, it works extremely well, and makes no doubt of 
having the centre pillar up in course of the neap [tide] 
subsequent to the spring [tide] then commencing ". With 
this evidence to hand, it is not difficult to believe that a 
centre pillar existed from the outset.

At a later period Whiteside strengthened some of the pillars 
with diagonal stays. (2) Fenton (1811) says that in the spring 
of 1776 the iron pillars, though in place but loose in their 
joints and sockets, were taken away, and wooden ones were 
substituted that summer. (3) Ivor Emlyn, alluding to the 
discarding of the iron pillars for stout wooden posts, remarks 
that a search was instituted throughout England for suitable 
trees, " and many a nobleman's park had to regret the loss 
of a stately ' Forest King ', which had to be conveyed from 
the sound of ancestral fame and the midst of green meadows 
and singing birds, over hundreds of miles of land, and at an 
expense of several hundred pounds each, to tower in isolated 
grandeur above the grey sea-foam, as a light shining out upon 
darkness ". With regard to the sections of the iron pillars 
being but six feet in length it should be noted that they would 
have to be jointed in at least six places to obtain the desired 
height (40 ft.) (4) , an obvious weakness.

The lighthouse had two rooms, the living apartment and 
above it the lantern room, communication with the latter 
being effected through the living-room. The south-west 
angles of the dwelling apartment were partitioned off as a 
space for storing oil, coal, provisions and other necessities, 
and as extra berths for the accommodation of the mechanics 
who attended annually to repair the edifice. In the north 
east angles of this room a door was inserted leading out to a 
small platform, through which by means of a crane fixed in 
the north pillar all the heavy stores were lifted from the rock, 
and from this platform a ladder led up to the gallery sur 
rounding the lantern. Apparently there was no access to the

111 Williamson, 4 August 1775. (1 > Ivor Emlyn, p. 12. 
(3) Fenton, p. 129. (1) Royal Commission 1861, Vol. 11.
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gallery from the lantern room. Entrance to the lighthouse 
was gained by ascending a strong rope ladder fastened to 
the rock and securely fixed beneath the floor of the living 
room, which was entered through a trap door.

According to the report of the eminent lighthouse designer 
and engineer, Robert Stevenson, in 1801, "the whole 
appeared to deserve no better appellation than a raft of timber 
rudely put together; the material being ill-suited for a 
permanent structure." (1) He found the lighthouse standing 
on nine pillars of oak timber, eight of which ranged round 
a centre one, thus forming a base of thirty feet diameter. 
The lower end of the pillars was four feet in diameter, and at 
the top, where they were attached to the keepers' cabin, 
their diameter was two feet. Here they formed a circle of 
fifteen feet diameter. Over the storeroom and the room for 
the keepers was placed the lantern, the whole forming a 
height of about 60 feet. (2)

Out of the rock was excavated a commodious cellar where 
stores were kept. The mouth of the cellar had a water 
tight cover, so efficient that the stores were kept as dry as if 
they had been placed beneath the lanthorn. <3) In 1818 the 
cellar seems to have been used for storing coal. (4) In 1859 
coal was stored in a cellar which was about ten feet long, 
six feet broad and six feet deep, (B) and, as mention of only 
one cellar has been found, it is tolerably certain this was the 
original excavation.

Having described the design of the lighthouse, let us return 
to September 1776 when the lights first operated. Apparently 
all went well until December, when in a letter dated the 7th 
of that month Phillips heard that the lanthorn on the Smalls 
had received damage in a gale of wind on the 4th. But the 
communication did not say whether repairs had been effected, 
so, to be on the safe side, Phillips warned ships approaching 
the Smalls at night-time to exercise great caution until 
further notice. (6> The arrival at Liverpool from Hamburg 
of the Felix of St. Ives allayed all doubts about the light,

(1) Stevenson, pp. 18-19.
{2) Ivor Emlyn (p. 14) says the height was 70 feet.
"' Ivor Emlyn, p. 13. '*' Stevenson, p. 48.
161 Royal Commission 1861, Vol. II. ' ' Gore, 12 December 1776.
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as Captain Anthony, the master of the vessel, reported that he 
had passed the Smalls on 9 December, made the light at 
4.0 a.m. about five leagues distant, and carried it till daylight. 
He spoke highly of the light and declared it was a great 
comfort to him. (1)

But disaster was just round the corner! It will be remem 
bered that in January 1777 Whiteside, with three men, two 
of whom were keepers of the Lighthouse, was, owing to 
exceptionally stormy weather, placed in a most dangerous 
and distressing position at the lighthouse, and the structure 
was severely damaged. The effect of this storm had proved 
that the lighthouse was not sufficiently elevated, and Phillips 
visited the Smalls with a view to remedying the defect and at 
the same time to arrange for the lighthouse to be made 
habitable before the winter set in, but in this he failed. In 
the meantime he had made over his interest in the Smalls, 
in trust, to a committee of Liverpool gentlemen, which 
included the Mayor, to manage the concern for the common 
benefit of the public, his creditors and himself. In early 
October the committee of management gave a warning that 
it might not be possible to operate the lights in the winter, 
and towards the end of this month Whiteside and his men left 
the Smalls and returned to Liverpool, reporting that although 
the house was then in a condition to withstand the winter 
it was not habitable. This implied that the lights could not 
be exhibited.

His next move is difficult to understand. He abandoned 
the lighthouse and surrendered his patent. Why did he do 
this? Was it financial embarrassment? Subsequent events 
seem to supply the answer. Following representations made 
by certain merchants, traders, owners and masters of ships, 
calling upon Trinity House to repair the lighthouse or erect 
a new one, an Act (18 Geo. Ill, cap. 42) was passed, and the 
Corporation of Trinity House was empowered to establish 
and maintain a lighthouse on the rocks called the Smalls, 
and authorized to impose reasonable duties for the cost and 
upkeep of the same. Trinity House repaired and improved 
the structure erected by Phillips and then granted a lease 
of the light to him as from 3 June 1778 for 99 years at a

111 Gore, 20 December 1776.
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nominal rent of £5 per annum. On 18 September of 
this year Phillips as lessee of all the powers vested in Trinity 
House gave notice that the light was exhibited. The green 
light was evidently discarded and nothing more is heard of 
it. The persons appointed to collect the light dues were 
requested to do so in accordance with the Act passed the 
previous session.

About 1800, probably in the winter of 1800-1, the light 
house was the scene of a grim tragedy. Ivor Emlyn gives a 
graphic description of this harrowing experience. (1) Two 
lighthouse keepers, Thomas Howell and Thomas Griffith, were 
on duty in the lighthouse; extremely bad weather prevailed, 
and landing on the rock was impossible. During the height 
of the storm, vessels passing the rock reported when they 
arrived in port that signals of distress were flying on the 
lighthouse. No code of signals then existed, so what the 
matter was none could tell. All attempts by boats to land on 
the rock or to approach sufficiently close to make communica 
tion possible proved futile. They could only get near enough 
to see the dim outline of one of the men standing on the gallery 
of the lighthouse. Whether he spoke they could not tell. 
Weeks went by and the mystery remained unsolved. With 
the strain Whiteside and the relatives of the keepers were 
almost distracted, but the fact that the light was exhibited 
only between sunset and sunrise was evidence that both the 
men were not incapacitated.

At last the weather moderated and a boat was able to get 
to the lighthouse. It was discovered that Griffith, after 
weeks of suffering, had died. The feelings of the surviving 
keeper can be imagined better than described. Imprisoned 
in a confined space with a corpse, without any hope of im 
mediate assistance, was the predicament in which he found 
himself, and unless the body was soon removed the atmos 
phere would become vitiated. To dispose of it by casting 
it into the sea might throw suspicion on himself. However, 
Howell was formerly a cooper, and the skill he had acquired 
in that trade enabled him to fashion a rough coffin out of the 
wood taken from a bulkhead in the living apartment, after 
 which with a supreme effort he managed to carry the coffin

»> Ivor Emlyn, pp. 18-21.
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with its burden up to the gallery and to secure it to the railings, 
where it remained for three weeks. The storm, it has been 
said, lasted four months. The mental and physical anguish 
Howell had endured had reduced him to such a state that 
when brought ashore some of his friends hardly recognized 
him. After this terrible experience three keepers were in 
attendance at the same time during the winter months.

A lighthouse of such material could have no permanence. 
In 1801 the centre pillar was renewed. In 1811, when a 
hurricane was blowing from the south-west, the lantern was 
blown off and the house also damaged, and again in February
1833 heavy weather carried away part of the house and 
lantern, as well as four stays. A new light-room was then 
constructed by John Davies of Solva. In 1859 the dimensions 
of the light-room or lantern were: diameter 13ft; height of 
pedestal 4ft; glass 6ft; glass to vane 12ft.; total height 
22ft. (1) By 1818 all the original pillars appear to have been 
replaced. When in that year Robert Stevenson made his 
second visit to the Smalls, he states that " the nine beams 
measured different sizes, the thickest 2ft. 9ins. diameter ". 
They were therefore much less substantial than the original 
pillars. 

In the Report of the Select Committee on Lighthouses in
1834 the policy and propriety of Trinity House in divesting 
themselves in 1778 of the profit of the light dues from the 
Smalls Lighthouse and of the power of reducing them, if 
from any circumstances they should become unreasonable, 
was very much criticized. It appears that at the time the 
Act was passed (1778) the ships liable to pay the light dues 
were few and the revenue received was proportionate to the 
expenses incurred, but as time went by shipping increased, 
and the receipts became enormous. For the five years 
1818-22 the average net income was between £6,000 and 
£7,000. In the latter year (1822) the Select Committee on 
Foreign Trade recommended Trinity House to " re-pur 
chase " the Smalls Lighthouse, and in May 1823 a propo 
sition was made with that view, but for the unexpired period 
of the lease (54 years) the lessee demanded £148,430; 
Trinity House declined to purchase on such terms, and

111 Royal Commission 1861, Vol. II.
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nothing was done. The receipts gradually increased, and 
for the two years 1831-1832 the gross collection was £28,943.

The annual expense of 34 lights, under the charge of the 
Commissioners of Northern Lights, was in 1832 only £11,314, 
whilst one individual, the lessee of the Smalls Lighthouse, 
was in receipt of over £10,000. Trinity House had reduced 
the light dues payable for lights under their charge, because 
the amount was too great and consequently unreasonable, 
but the dues levied by the lessee in respect of the Smalls 
light had remained unchanged, he probably relying on the 
Act of Parliament of 1778 which had fixed the rates " to be 
paid for ever, as long as the light shall be burning in the 
night."

In 1834 the net revenue from the dues of this lighthouse 
was £11,142. On the 26 March 1836 under an Act (6 & 7 
William IV. cap. 79) (1) Trinity House "re-purchased" the 
Light from the then lessees, the Rev. A. B. Buchanan and 
Thomas P. Clarke for £1 70,468. (2) When and how these 
gentlemen became the lessees is not known, but in 1818 the 
proprietors or lessees were Mr. Buchanan of Liverpool and 
Mr. Woodford, Senr. Thomas P. Clarke is referred to by Ivor 
Emlyn as Captain Clarke, (3) and was at one time the Agent, 
possibly just before Trinity House re-acquired the control 
of the Light. He evidently continued to take some interest in 
the lighthouse, for in the summers of 1857 and 1858 he visited 
the rock. John Oakley of St. David's, the principal light- 
keeper at the Smalls Lighthouse in 1818, succeeded Henry 
Whiteside as Agent. Oakley was followed by William H. 
Kemp of Solva, and Captain Clarke was the next Agent.

In 1836 the lease of the lighthouse had 41 years to run, and 
the basis of the sum paid as compensation by Trinity House 
was 16^ years purchase. The decision of Trinity House to 
buy out the lessees was, in all probability, the sequel to the 
views expressed by the Commission of 1834, when they 
commented on the unwisdom of Trinity House relinquishing 
their control of the light and the dues from it in favour of a 
private individual almost at the moment when by an Act of

111 Select Committee, 1845, p. 457 (Appendix No. 7). 
"" Ibid., p. 455 (Appenix No. 7). 
'" Ivor Emlyn, p. 25.
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Parliament they had secured the revenue for themselves. 
The revenue maintained its upward trend, reaching a net 
figureof £12,775 in 1842, (1) and a decade later, 1852, (2 > £22,132. 
When Phillips conceived the idea of marking the dangerous 
Smalls rocks he had in mind their menace to sailing vessels. 
Steamships were then practically undreamt of, but in 1852 
they were well established and numerous. The increase 
in the aggregate general tonnage is reflected in the much 
larger receipts from dues.

When the Commission appointed to inquire into the condi 
tions and management of lights, buoys, &c. visited the light 
house in 1859, their description of it indicates that some 
changes had been made since 1818. It will be remembered 
that at that time there were but two apartments: the lantern 
room, and, underneath that, the kitchen and sleeping room 
in one, and on the same level a store room. In 1859 below 
the kitchen &c. was a cabin with bunks in it, and beneath the 
cabin was a platform on which stores not liable to be damaged 
by sea water were kept. As the additional room was at 
night-time occupied by the workmen engaged in building the 
new lighthouse, (3) it may be that it was added for that 
purpose.

From its earliest time this curious structure had been the 
object of remarks not always intended to be complimentary. 
In 1776 the captain of a passing vessel referred to it as the 
Phillipian hut, in all its glory, bidding defiance to Neptune 
and Aeolus. <4) A strange wooden-legged Malay-looking 
barracoon of a lighthouse was another description applied 
to it. <5) But the days of this old lighthouse were numbered; 
soon it was to be but the representation of a unique concep 
tion of lighthouse construction, staged alongside a modern 
tower embodying all the latest improvements that skill and 
experience could command. In heavy weather green seas 
passed up to a point on the old building, alarmingly near to 
the floor of the living apartment. The pillars looked very 
insecure, and the whole structure trembled and swayed, and

111 Select Committee, 1845. < 21 Royal Commission 1861, Vol. II. 
<" Royal Commission 1861, Vol. I. l4 ' Williamson, 15 March 1776. 
151 Thomas Williams, Life of Sir James Nicholas Douglass (London 1900), 

p. 32.
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had been known to lean nine inches out of the per 
pendicular. (1)

Although the design and construction of this lighthouse 
were the objects of severe criticism by expert engineers, 
some writers have found a word of praise for the fabric on 
the ground that despite its unconventional design and faulty 
construction it survived for over eighty years. But its long 
survival may be challenged. From time to time different 
sections were renewed, in some cases more than once, and it 
is not too much to say that during the fourscore years before 
it was superseded every part of the original building was 
probably renewed. Still, it had served its purpose, and many 
a mariner must have uttered a silent prayer of thankfulness 
when he picked up its light, which warned him in time of the 
dreaded rocks.

Whatever may have been the motive that prompted Phillips 
to embark on the erection of a lighthouse on this site, a 
casual glance at the chart will suffice to enable one to realize 
that the position of the rocks he marked, and the Hats and 
Barrels, is such that surely nothing but the fear and embarrass 
ment of failure had deterred more experienced engineers 
from attempting, at an earlier date, to construct a lighthouse 
where it was so urgently needed. A greater menace to 
navigation than these rocks can hardly be imagined. The 
boldness and determination of John Phillips therefore 
deserve to be extolled.

Before passing on to the next phase of the Smalls Light 
house, which in no way concerns Phillips, it would seem not 
inappropriate to refer to some of his family and intimate 
friends. Research in this respect has proved almost as 
unsuccessful as our efforts to find out who were his parents, 
or when and where he was born. Nothing is known of his 
private life, but events subsequent to his death in 1783 
provide us with some little information about his family and 
friends. The letters of administration granted to his widow 
reveal that her name was Margaret, and that Thomas 
Golightly, who was Mayor of Liverpool in 1772 and a 
member of the committee to whom Phillips handed over the 
management of the Smalls Lighthouse in 1777, was one of the

111 Royal Commission 1861, Vol. I.
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sureties bound with the widow for the true administration of 
the estate. Henry Picketing, who married Phillips's youngest 
daughter several years later, was another surety.

The next event was probably an important link in the chain 
of circumstances that led the Rev. A. B. Buchanan to parti 
cipate in the fortune that the taking over of the Smalls 
Lighthouse by Trinity House brought to the lessees in 1836. 
On 20 June 1786 at St. Nicholas' Church, Live-pool, 
Phillips's eldest daughter Elizabeth was married to John 
Buchanan of Londonderry, and it is surmised that this son- 
in-law was an antecedent of the Rev. Mr. Buchanan. Mar 
garet Phillips was married to Henry Pickering of Childwall 
on 25 April 1788, also at St. Nicholas' Church, Liverpool. 
Margaret Phillips, widow of John Phillips, survived him 
until 15 May 1792. (1) Whether Phillips had any sons or 
more than two daughters has not been discovered, and in 
those records that have been found there is nothing even to 
suggest that he had a son.

It will of course be obvious to all that until a new lighthouse 
was completed and its light in operation the light on the old 
wooden-legged structure had to be maintained, but the time 
came when Trinity House had to provide a modern building, 
and in 1856 the Board of Trade sanctioned the erection of a 
new Smalls Lighthouse. (2) Thomas Williams in his Life 
of Sir James Nicholas Douglass (p. 37), the resident engineer in 
connexion with the building of the present Smalls Lighthouse, 
says: " Douglass effected his first landing on the rock with 
his executive staff on the 2 September 1856; the work of 
cutting and blasting the foundations was completed by, and 
the first stone of the structure laid on the 26 June 1857 ".

According to the Report of the Royal Commission of 1861 
on lights, buoys and beacons, the stones were all prepared 
and carefully fitted on shore the lighthouse was in fact 
built there. Each stone has a square hollow on each edge 
and a square hole in the centre; when placed, a wedge of 
slate called a " joggle " fits into the square opening formed 
by joining the two upper stones. The joint is placed exactly 
over the centre of the stone below, into which the joggle is 
wedged before the two upper stones are placed. The result

"' Gore, 17 May 1792. < 2 > Royal Commission 1861, Vol. II, p. 63.
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is that each set of three stones is fastened together by a fourth, 
which acts as a pin to keep the tiers from sliding on each other. 
As proof of the force of the sea in the exposed position where 
the lighthouse was being built, it may be mentioned that an 
iron bar about two inches thick and three feet long, fixed in 
the rock, was bent like a wire.' 11 The biography previously 
referred to also affords us the information that the Smalls 
Lighthouse is solid for forty-five and a half feet above the 
base, with the exception of the space for the entrance. The 
total height to the top of the gallery is 114 feet. It has six 
rooms, the walls being five feet in thickness at the bottom, 
tapering to two feet at the top. The light was first exhibited 
on 7 August 1861, (2) and the edifice, designed by James 
Walker, F.R.S., cost £50,125. (3) The approximate position 
of the lighthouse is Lat. 51° 43' N., Long. 5° 40' W.

The contrast between the old wooden building and the new 
stone one must have been most striking. To-day, painted 
with red and white horizontal bands, as it was in 1861, it 
shows a group flashing light, 126 feet above high water 
spring tides, visible seventeen miles, and a flashing red light, 
107 feet above high water spring tides, visible sixteen miles. (4) 
The red light is so masked to the eastward that when visible 
it warns vessels off the Hats and Barrels.
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