A belated happy birthday
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Liberty by night, 1918, iLitrary of
Congreeas pholol
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Carrying a torch for Lady Liberty

by Rebecca C. Robbins

Althotirh the gala 1th birthday
pebebration wns held on 4 July 1886,
Cthe netanl centenminl of the dediention
ol the Stniae of Liberdy was 28
etobier, Much has been writbon ahoot
| Lady Liborty 1o connection vith thosc
Ceveiils and Bier peopnt renovations.

j Lis= well-known i the part played by
| the Army and, in particalar, the
- Bagnal Corps, which wns responailibe
i thie care and liehting of the sintoe
| during severs! vears sacly in this
erpirey,
The Army's connection hegan with
- the choape of the siatue’s lnention
When its creator, the Freneh ncalptor
Frederie Augusie Hartholdi, visited
the Unibed Stotes i 1871, he selectod
Fedloe's fslnnd, located along the
ppproach b New York Horbor.
Pecause of this ieland’s atratesic
prsition, Fort Wisd had been built
there in the early nineteenth contiry
ps part of the harhor defenses. In
1877 & evmpgrisssinnn] rosalition
puthorimed the President (o nocept the
statue ns o i feom Franee, |||:Li Gt
Willimm ‘I, Sherman, of Civil War
fretmve anad them the Commanding
Creneral of the Army, wis dosignnted
b el Thcinlly determing the site,
Apparently aware of Hartholdi's
preference, be chose Bedloe's [eland, <
(d Fort Waoad, tn the shnpe of an
olevesi-polrted star, beeame the base
from which the stntue’s pedestal rose,

Thae Areny's influanee contimsied
during the buailding of the podestal

pied Lhe sintue’s reassembly after
being shipped from Frunee in aver
iwo hundred erates. The supervisor of
the project wis Brig, Gen. Charles P,
Stane, @ military enpineser and o
gradisnte of West Point.' After the
stniue's completion and the
dalication coremonies on 28 Ootober
|58, an Army unit was siationed on
the island o gunrd the colossogs,

While it muay seem hard ta believe

today, the statie was anginnlly

intEnded o serve s a lghthouso, (Her

fiall eitle 1s “Liberiy BEnlighlening the
Wurld,"1 Gon. Stone made plans for
thiinitinl Highting svetem aftor
ronsulting with severn) electrical
companies. The American Electric
Manufacturing Company of Mew
Yok, which donuated the equipment,
paced electric lampi th the torch ns
well as in the sallents of the fort.”
Althrugly thie aeulgror had left a hole

in the top of the tareh from which
ligght coulil eecaps:, twe rows of
circular hales were cut in the sides of
the flume fir better visibility. The
work was hastily completed in nbout
wmonth, anid the electric plont was
rendy for operation on the night of the
dadicition, However, it weather
pastponed the disploy of the lighting
until | Novembir, The plant was
opernted withoiut chiarge to the
governmient through the night of &
Nipvember after which, Congress
having mide no provisions for
permanently Hghting the gintus, the
Lady was left in the dark.

Ten daws lafer, Prepdent (irover
Clevelnnd tranaferred cusiody of the
gtmive o the Light-House Board,
divizipn of the Treasury Diepariment.
The War Department, howevir,
controlled Hedloe's Island except for
the small portion set aside for the
bamnnl, Although Lilerty's lights were
relit under the board’s supervision,
the effect was Yims than satisfactary
dur to the primitive state of electrical
teehinoliagy nt the time. Totday wi are
fumilinr with the Lady clad in n soft,
gredn paling, bt in her youth her
duirk, copper ealor absorbed Hieht,
prosenting o difTieul Ughting
prodilam. Bartholdi suggested that the
gtiniue b gilded, but the enginesr in
charge of the lighting considersd such
a soluthon llhprul::!ir'ul s well aa ton
enpensive, Cobgress eveninally
approprintad money for lighting
purposes, and in 1BG0 the Light-House
Bird placed in operation a new
¢leeteie plant for illuminating the
interinr of the staiue and its pedestal.’
Im 1894 thar board oversaw further
improvemimits in the lghting of thi
toreh to inelude the replacement of the
circular windows with a band of plate
wluns. Al the snmao time, lights were
ulsi added ti the crown. Covered with
wlolies f reil, white, and blue, they
wirre inlended to resemblis crown
jewiels of rubies, dinmonds, nnd
sapphires. Despite these efforis, Lady
Liberty vemained little more than a
glimmer in the harbor,

Hy 1941 the Treasury Departmient
wigs requdy to relinquish contral of the
nitntue, and the Secretary of the
Trensury-suggested to the Seereiary i
War that the War Uepartmient pssume
custady. Llpon Seemtary of War Elihu
Heot's recommaendation, Presbdent
Thesdore Rassevelt aignsd din
executive ordor on #) December 1901
elfecting the change, The Wiy
Department, which hod tnereased ifs
presenee n Bedloe's 1sland aftor
miaking Fort Wood o recroiting
atalion in 1S nesigned
respunnibility for the statue b the
Guartermaster Department, Civilinns
cantinued o eperate the lighling
plamt bui ns pmploywes of that
department.

Misnmwhilie, evepmts were tnking
place that would eventually bring the
Signnl Corps ta Fort Wesd, The Wir
with Spain hnd brought the Carps

wany new duthies, including the
operntiom und maintenande of
telephone and telegraph lines in ihe
formor Spanksh colondes af Cuba,
Puerto Rieon, and the Philippines. In
Ui, whils the Corps was still
operating nearly BN mibes of miliiary
telagraph lines in thi northwest and
southwest, it took the additborl tesk
of comstructing the Alnskn
commumications system. Yot another
major mission wis thi installstion of
elecirical fire control systems for
sraconst artillery. The Signnl Corps
needed sdegquate depot facilitics for
handling the lnrge amounts of
cquipment invalved in thise
opsrntions, and Hedliw's Isinnd
provided a suitable locition dus o ils
proximity to New York City, whers
the Corps purchased many of ity
needed elpctrical applinnees. When
the Wair Departmient offered Fort
Woud o the Signal Carps, the chief
Signal afficer, Brig. Gen. Adulphius W,
Grenly, accepted, and on 25 Febniary
1904, Company G, Signal Corps,
moved there from Fort Trumbull,
Connestivnl. Capl George
Burnell pommamnided the company and
filrn nssu.rrm-".tJthe position of pust
comimander. ~ Along with the duties
of setting up a supply depui,
Cismpany G acquired respaomsihility
for ihe care and lighting of the Statui
of Liberty."
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Recause of the Corps’ experience
with electrical work, the assignment
of the lighting to Company G made
sense. By July 1904, members of the
company had replaced the civilian
electrical engineers.  But the
condition of the power plant was far
from ideal. Herbert J. Brees, a Signal
Corps lieutenant and post
quartermaster, inspected it and
declared that it was in “a very
precarious condition and . . . liable to
break down at any moment.”” He
stressed the need for a duplicate plant
in case of a breakdown.'”
Additionally, the Lady herself needed
major repairs, and Fort Wood required
considerable construction, including
officers’ quarters, barracks, a
hospital, and storehouses, to make it a
suitable location for Company G
Because of the lack of space,
Company G stored cables, telegraph
poles, and other types of equipment in
the moat that ran in back of the
statue. Certainly that could not have
presented a very pleasing sight for
visitors to the island! The Signal
Corps also established a school for
enlisted men at Fort Wood for which
adequate facilities were a necessity.

In 1906 Congress appropriated
$62,800 to light the statue and make
other necessary repairs, and
construction cIantinued over the next
several years.  In addition to the new
buildings mentioned above, other
major improvements included the
installation of an elevator in the
pedestal, repairs to the inside of the
statue and pedestal, landscaping of
the grounds (which included filling in
the moat), and the strengthening of
the light in the torch.'” The Signal
Corps added a wireless station to the
post, and its transmission tower,
while offering no competition to the
statue for attention, was nonetheless
a symbol of the new technological
age.

During the period of World War I,
Company G continued to maintain
the statue as part of its regular
garrison duties. A major event of
those years was the flight over the
statue by the Wright Brothers in
October 1909 following their
successful testing of the first military
airplane at Fort Myer, Virginia, that
summer. The Army purchased this
plane, built according to
specifications issued by the Signal
Corps, and it became the genesis of
today’s Air Force.
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ABOVE: Fort Wood, circa 1926. Ellis Island can be seen to the upper left.
(National Archieves photoj LEFT: Liberty emerges from the smoke of an artillery
salute welecoming president Grover Cleveland to the dedication ceremonies, 28
October 1886. (Library of Congress photo)

With the outbreak of World War Iin
Europe, the nation’s years of peace
were coming to an end. In July 1916,
nine months before America entered
the conflict, German saboteurs
bombed a munitions depot at Black
Tom Island in New Jersey, just across
the harbor from Bedloe’s Island.
While several buildings on the post
sustained severe damage, the gtatue
emerged virtually unscathed.'”

The patriotic enthusiasm aroused
by the nation’s entry into the war
gave rise to a campaign by the New
York World to raise funds to upgrade
the statue’s lighting, which, despite
the improvement[§ over the years, was
still inadequate.” The World raised
thirty thousand dollars, and Gutzon
Borglum, later the sculptor of Mount
Rushmore, undertook the task of
redesigning the torch. He did so by
inserting 600 pieces of tinted vellow
glass to create a more flame-like
effect. The General Electric Company
also installed a permanent
floodlighting system.

In the post World War I era, the
care of the statue passed from the
hands of the Signal Corps and,
furthermore, from the custody of the
War Department. With the postwar
reduction of the Army, the Signal
Corps depot at Fort Wood was closed,
and an infantry company and
military police troopg thereafter
garrisoned the post.” A major shift
away from military contrcl came in

1926 when the statue was placed
under the administration of a civilian
body, with the post commander
retaining overall supervision. The
War Department’s guardianship of
Lady Liberty came to an end in 1933
when President Franklin D. Roosevelt
transfergr,f,d her to the National Park
Service.” Fort Wood remained an
Army post until the War Department
declared it abandoned in 1937 and
turned the remainder of Bedloe’
Island over to the Park Service.

In preparation for her 100th
birthday, the statue has undergone
extensive renovations costing
millions of dollars. Among the major
undertakings was the installation of a
new torch, crafted by a team of
French workers to replicate the
original sculpted by Bartholdi. The
new copper flame is gilded as _
Bartholdi had once suggested.” For a
century, Liberty’s lamp has been a
beacon of freedom. Once lit by
Company G, it has even further
significance for today’s Signal
soldiers. These men and women, like
the L.ady herself, proudly carry a
torch as part of their branch insignia.
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