
My Restoration of a 1920s Airway Beacon 
By Harvey Hartman 
 

I have, at any given moment, about a dozen or so projects in the works ranging from something small such as a 

model railroad layout for my grandson to something large such as my 1942 Stearman biplane project.  My wife 

says that I have too many projects but to my way of thinking, when a man runs out of things to do...he dies! 

(So, by my wife’s estimates, I should live to be well-over 200 years old!) Anyway, here’s one of my BIG projects: 

The relocation and restoration of a 1920s Airway Beacon. 

BUT FIRST, A LITTLE BACKGROUND HISTORY… 
Following the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869, coast-to-coast postal mail was carried by 
the railroads.  While this was a tremendous improvement over the prior carriage by overland stagecoach or by 
steamship via the Isthmus of Panama, it still required extensive handling of the mail, and its resultant delays, 
as the mail was transferred between railroads over the length of the five day trip.  In 1916, Congress 
authorized funds for the Post Office Department and Army Air Service to jointly begin experimenting with 
using aircraft for moving high-priority mail long distances.  The mail was flown by open-cockpit biplanes during 
the daytime but attempts to fly the mail through the night resulted in too many pilots getting lost, often with 
fatal results.  Therefore, the mail was transferred to trains when it got too dark for the pilots to navigate and 
when dawn broke, the mail was transferred back to waiting planes.  These transfers required cumbersome 
coordination between the air mail planes and the railroads and the excessive handling of the mail often 
resulted in misrouted or lost mail.  Clearly, the solution was for aircraft to be able to fly through the night.  In a 
1921 experiment conducted by the Post Office, bonfires were spaced at 10 mile intervals to provide guidance 
between sunset and sunrise making nighttime air navigation a simple matter of “connecting the dots”.  In 
1923, the Post Office began constructing a permanent New York-to-San Francisco transcontinental lighted 
airway using a system of steel towers with rotating electric beacons and on 1 July 1924, postal authorities 
began regular around-the-clock operations.  (Note that this date is often heralded by aviation historians as the 
beginning of scheduled aviation services in the US, which was the birth of our current commercial airline 
industry, and was made possible by the construction of the NY-SF Transcontinental Lighted Airway!)   
 

 
This new lighted airway cut the coast-to-coast airmail time from 5 days to 3 by eliminating the multiple 
transfers between airplanes and trains. Safety was also substantially improved because fewer pilots got lost in 
the dark.  Responsibility for the airway beacon system was transferred from the Post Office Department to the 
new Aeronautics Branch of the Department of Commerce in 1926.  For its advancements in transcontinental 
airmail, the US Airmail Service was awarded the prestigious Collier Trophy for 1922 and 1923 and the 
Aeronautics Branch was awarded the trophy for 1928. 
 
Much like the 1860s transcontinental railroad, once the main coast-to-coast airmail route was established, 
additional routes soon followed. A southern east-west transcontinental lighted airway was built between Los 



Angeles, CA and Atlanta, GA in 1931 and this 
route passed through Dallas, TX.  Dallas was 
then connected to Houston, TX by a short 
north-south airway, then Houston-to-San 
Antonio, Houston-to-Austin, Houston-to-New 
Orleans, etc.  By 1933, more than 18,000 miles 
of federal airways were marked by 1,550 
beacons spaced at 10 to 15 mile intervals 
across the US.  This illustration on the right 
depicts the DoC’s Standardized Airway Beacon 
Site.   
 
The rapid advancement of in-cockpit electronic 
navigation equipment following WWII made 
the old lighted beacon system obsolete and it 
was decommissioned and dismantled in the 
late 1950s and early 60s. The beacons and their 
towers were then donated to municipal 
airports for use as airport beacons; one 
apparently ending up at the La Porte Municipal 
Airport on the southeast side of Houston.  
 
In 2004, the La Porte airport received a federal 

grant to modernize its lighting facilities and this 

included replacing its archaic, but still 

operational, rotating beacon and tower with a 

modern version.  Back then, I didn’t know anything about the old airmail beacon system or that this beacon 

was one of the last few remnants of it.  I just didn’t want to see this cool old beacon end up going to a smelter 

so I bid on and won the demolition and disposal contract of the tower and its beacon. Over two weekends in 

July 2006, I and four of my Air National Guard buddies dismantled the tower and loaded everything onto two 

trucks with trailers. My intent was to erect the beacon on my property at a residential airport just west of 

Houston because our current beacon (a decrepit, low-budget rig) was well past the point of not being worth 

repairing any more. While we were dismantling the beacon, the La Porte’s airport manager told me that the 

first mention of the beacon in his records was a post-storm inspection report following Hurricane Carla in 

1961.  

 
FAST FORWARD TO TODAY, March 2015… 
I have been restoring and erecting the old beacon tower on my property for almost three years now and I hope 
to have it finished towards the end of this year. (And you thought that putting a new blade on your 
lawnmower was a major undertaking!) For being 85+ years old, the old Ideco (International Derrick & 
Equipment Company) steel tower is still in good shape, owing much of its long life to the six to eight coats of 
thick paint on top of a galvanized undercoat. The original beacons were 24” in diameter and produced 
1,000,000 (that’s ONE MILLION!!!) candlepower of light from a 1000w bulb.  The beacon that came with my 
tower is the post-1932 Crouse-Hinds model with a 1,200,000cp, 1200w bulb, two giant 36" Fresnel glass 
lenses, and a 12rpm rotator mechanism.  
 
My tower was likely originally part of one of the southeast Texas airways but since these towers were not 
serial-numbered, and the government didn't tightly control the transcontinental towers' salvage operation 
after decommissioning the system, no documentation of what-ended-up-where has been found. Further 
compounding the identification/paper-trail dilemma is that the beacon assemblies (which DO have S/Ns) were 



often exchanged for overhauled units when major repairs were needed; therefore, any information gleaned 
from tracing their serial numbers would be meaningless to the history of their tower’s location on the early 
Lighted Transcontinental Beacon System.   
 
That said, we HAVE determined that my tower dates to the 
late 1920’s due to its cast-brass builder’s plate (the plates after 
the late-20s were stamped-brass) and my beacon dates 
between 1938 and 1940 due to a cast-in CAA “badge” on its 
rotator.  (In 1938, the Civil Aeronautics Act transferred federal 

responsibilities for non-
military aviation from the 
Bureau of Air Commerce, created in 1934, to a new independent agency, 
the Civil Aeronautics Authority. This CAA, the predecessor to today’s 
Federal Aviation Administration, was renamed the Civil Aeronautics Board, 
or CAB, in 1940 when it was merged with the Air Safety Board, the 
predecessor to our current National Transportation Safety Board, or NTSB, 
in 1940.) 
 
 
 

       The story of my restoration follows.  
The top of my beacon’s Rotator has this 
cast-in CAA “badge”.  My beacon appears 
to be Ser No 325.  (The raised badge has  
been sanded for this photo to highlight  
its details.) 

 


