
Restoration of a 1920s Airway Beacon - Part 7  

RESTORING THE LAST TOWER SECTION (Continued) 
 

This installment is being written on 10 March 2017, a little over three years after I wrote Part 6.  After 

leaving you hanging for three years, I wouldn’t blame you if you’ve been sticking pins in a voodoo doll of 

me!   

However, don’t think for a minute that my project languished during that time.  Quite the contrary!!!  It 

seems that finishing the top third of the tower has taken 90% of the overall effort towards this project’s 

completion!  Of course, that’s because the top is where all of the neat stuff is, and thus more complicated!  

As one would imagine, it’s a lot easier to work on all of the bits and pieces that will be attached to the top 

section while that section is still at ground level, instead of doing it after it’s 40ft off the ground!  For that 

reason, the top section wasn’t ready to be hoisted up until December 2014, a year after the last 

installment.   

I DID take a 3-month hiatus from the project in early 2014 in order to focus on some other projects that 

had been neglected during my all-consuming tower project.  However, I returned to the project with gusto 

in April by fabricating a replacement windsock support structure. 

Recall the drawing on the left of the standardized Department of 

Commerce Airway Beacon installation; specifically noting the 

windsock installation.  The original windsock (the drawing refers 

to it as a “windcone”) was hung below a horizontal structure about 

ten feet below the tower’s top 

platform and extended about 

nine feet to the side of the 

tower’s structure.  (This was to 

allow 360 degrees of 

unobstructed movement for 

the windsock.)  While the 

“standard” height of these 

towers was 52ft, a few were 

much higher.  Can you imagine 

walking (Who am I kidding? I’d 

be crawling!!!) out that 2x10 wooden gangplank 85 years ago to do 

windsock maintenance???  Therefore, it wasn’t uncommon for the 

windsocks to be relocated to safer locations such as in the center of 

the alligator-infested Florida Everglades!  (Or on a nearby hangar’s 

roof.)  This is probably why most of the few still-extant original towers 

are missing their windsock support structures.  Since the inverted 

windsock mount was such a unique and iconic feature of these towers, 

naturally I HAD to have one!   



I fabricated the new windsock support 

structure in April 2014.  That was the EASY 

part!  Building the windsock’s inverted 

spindle was a different story!!! 

The tower’s original windsock pivot 

mechanisms were supplied by an outside 

vendor so their construction details are 

not included in the surviving government 

blueprints. Therefore, I had to design my 

own spindle assembly.   

Note that by “inverted”, practically all 

small modern windsock installations are set on top of a vertical pipe and the windsock’s pivot mechanism 

and windsock attachment frame simply slides over the top of the pipe and gravity keeps it in place.   

Besides being inverted from the modern norm, the sock is located several feet below the gangplank so I 

needed to build in a way to lower the sock and spindle to the ground for routine maintenance (i.e. 

regreasing its bearings or to replace the windsock) without having to use three hands.  The end result was 

a design consisting of two coaxial 4130 steel tubes, the outer one secured at the top to the gangplank’s 

handrail (resting on the three concrete blocks in the photo above) and the end of the support structure 

(the A-frame behind the handrail).  (Note that the top tower section is still laying on its side at this point.)  

The inner (pivoting) tube emerges out of the bottom of the outer tube (not shown) and is supported by 

two Timken tapered roller bearings in the upper tube.  My resulting design protects the bearings from 

rain and also allows me to lower the inner spindle and windsock assembly with minimal disassembly 

required out on the gangplank.  Inexcusably, I failed to take pictures of the spindle’s inner parts in their 

order of assembly while I was fabricating it but these next three pictures show the windsock’s rotating 

section under construction.  

This picture shows the windsock’s 24”OD 

attachment ring (a section of common 3/4” 

electrical conduit that I rolled with a Harbor 

Freight tubing roller) jigged up for welding to the 

inner spindle.  (All of my welders love me because 

I always show up with everything already 

securely jigged up!)  The rotating “inner” spindle 

tube is shown with, what will become its bottom 

end, closest to the camera and the farthest end 

will slide up into the bottom of the outer (fixed) 

coaxial tube.   

 



This picture shows the windsock’s bail fitted.  

(The bail helps to hold the mouth of the windsock 

open so that a clear path is open through the 

sock at all times, thus improving its response to 

even the slightest of breezes. I’m happy to report 

that my windsock freely rotates in breezes as low 

as 2 knots.) 

For those wondering why my windsock wasn’t 

simply mounted in typical fashion on top of a 

pipe at the top of the tower, recall that the 

primary purpose of the tower was to elevate its 

rotating beacon out of the “ground clutter” so a 

pilot could clearly see it from all directions, which wouldn’t be possible with a platform-mounted sock.  

Following the completion of the windsock mount, I turned my attention to fabricating a new deck for my 

tower’s top platform.  

All of the tower’s original steel decking (gratings, actually) were unnecessarily heavy and had become 

warped over the tower’s 85+ years.  Therefore, they needed replacing.  The original grating style was no 

longer made so I selected a new style that was close to the original design but was only half the weight.  

This was a bigger job than I anticipated due to the intricate cutting and fitting required for the new grating 

sections (3 of them and no two alike!) to fit the old grating’s positions without having to drill additional 

mounting holes in the platform’s steel angles.  This was quite a challenge but I finally got it all to fit 

properly.  (Note that the 2ft x 7ft right-side grating isn’t installed in the picture.) 

However, the platform’s hatch (to enable access from 

the top of the tower’s ladder) had to be redesigned 

and, thus, completely refabricated.  (Of course!!!)  The 

original hatch was composed of two “clamshell” halves 

that laid on top of the original grating when open but 

unless closed immediately after climbing onto the top 

platform, the hatch halves became a dangerous 

tripping hazard adjacent to a 2ft square hole that led 

all the way to the ground!  Therefore, I built a new one-

piece hatch that opens vertically and stores against the 

platform’s railing when open.  Of course, I then had to 

design and build a catch to hold the hatch open but 

would not snag on clothing or safety gear while 

climbing through the hatch.  And to complicate 

matters, I wanted to incorporate a tamper-proof micro 

switch into the new hatch that will immediately shut 

down the beacon if operating.  It will also activate an 

alarm in my hangar which will alert me if someone tries 



to climb my tower some night!  The new hatch can be seen in the closed position in the photo.  (Note that 

the top tower section and its platform are still laying on their side in the photo.  The new hatch is the top 

center 24x24in section of grating and is hinged at the top in the photo.) 

Over the following months, I had the new windsock support pieces, platform gratings, serpentine conduit 

sections, the top ladder section, and a truckload of miscellaneous brackets and fittings sandblasted, 

galvanized, and painted.  I was starting to have a serious problem of safely storing a rapidly increasing 

quantity of freshly-painted and ready-to-install pieces but I would have to deal with them until the top 

section was ready to go up; and that wasn’t going to be for awhile!  Until then, I still had a lot of original 

parts to restore as well as a lot of new brackets to design, galvanize, and paint.  As many of you have 

probably experienced before, the last 10% of any project is about 90% of the work, and this project was 

no different!!! 

Next: Restoring the last tower section (continued) 
 


