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DESCRIPTION 

CONDITION 

—EXCELLENT 

—GOOD 
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Austin "Moonlight Towers" were erected i n 189^-1895 'by the Fort ¥ayne 

Electric Company and served as the City's original means of illumination. 

Originally, 31 of the towers were put up at various locations throughout 

Austin. They were b u i l t of a triangular cast and wrought iron fiamework, 

150 feet high, mounted on a I5 foot t a l l iron pedestal anchored in concrete, 

giving each "Moonlight Tower" a t o t a l height of I65 feet..-- They resemble 

spindly o i l derricjcs and were so designed - to prevent attempts to scale the 

towers. The structures are incapable of standing by themselves and are 

steadied by balanced tension steel cables. Within the center of each 

tower's framework is a small, hand-operated elevator which was used, o r i ­

ginally, to l i f t a workman to the cluster of six carbon arc lamps at the 

top to change, l i g h t , and extinguish the two pieces of carbon which pro­

duced the illumination. A ladder on the outside of the structure was also 

provided for servicing. In the 1920*s, these lamps were replaced with 

incandescent lighting and, i n 193^, mercury vapor lamps were installed 

with an on/off switch at each base and continue, today, to be used. The 

original lights illuminated an area within a circle of 3f009 feet,in dia­

meter and the Fort Wayne Electric Company guaranteed that the li g h t would 

be strong enough to enable anyone to read a normal watch without squinting 

and agreed to remove the towers at i t s own expense i f this test-failed. 

(Today the lamps are somewhat weaker, covering a circle of about four square 

blocks.) 

Two towers have been destroyed i n t r a f f i c accidents, two have been blown 

down tyy cyclones, and six have been victims of rust and old age. The 

locations of the 21 remaining "Moonlight Towers" are as follows: 

1. City Park 
2. East Side Drive and Leland St. 
3. Zilker Park 
^'. South 1st St. and West Monroe 
5. West-4th St. and Nueces St. 
6. West 6th St. and West Lynn 
7. West 9"th St. and Guadalupe 
8. West 12th St. and Blanco St. 
9. West 12th St. and Rio Grande 
10. West 15th St. and San Antonio 
11. West 22nd St. and Nueces St. 

12. VJ'est 4lst St. and Speedway 
13. West 23ri St. and Red River 
14. East 19th St. and Chicon St. 
15. East 13th St. and Coleta 
16. Leona St. and Pennsylvania Ave. 
17. East n t h St. and Trinity 
18. East n t h St. and Lydia St. 
19. East 6th St. and Medina St. 
20. East 2nd St. and Neches St. 
21. Canterbury St. and Lynn 
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Fifteen of these 21 structures have received historic recognition from 

Austin's Historic Landmark Commission and the towers became an o f f i c i a l 

state landmark, i n April 1970. The other six "Moonlight Towers" have 

apparently experienced considerable deterioration and two of these are 

being considered for demolition (East 6th and Medina Streets; West 6th 

and West Lynn Streets). Original materials were not especially strong 

and have succumbed f a i r l y easily to certain a i r pollutants and careless 

drivers. Once supporting parts are bent or corroded, the s t a b i l i t y of 

the entire structure i s questionable. Because no new parts are available, 

the towers which are beyond repair are carefully dismantled and stored in 

substations for use i n patching towers s t i l l operating. The towers are 

repainted and the leg sections braced every four years, when the lamps 

must be replaced. The City of Austin has been very cooperative i n the 

maintaining of the "Moonlight Towers;" even to the extent of exploring 

the possibility of building new towers to replace deteriorated ones. The 

Zilker Park Tower was b u i l t to conform to the original design of the 

lighting system at a cost of $10,000. Similar attention was given to the 

moving of a tower in 1948 to allow for widening of a street. The "Moon­

lig h t Tower" at West 23rd Street and Red River was inched along the ground, 

in an upright position, 43 feet on greased steel tracks using block and 

tackles attached to the guy wires. 

Although the towers are not believed to add, significantly, to the lighting 

program of Austin, the City believes that their status as visible reminders 

of Austin's past history warrants a thorough analysis of a plan for their 

preservation and/or reconstruction which considers both public safety and 

sentiment. The "Moonlight Towers" are landmarks in Travis County and are 

irreparable and irreplacable once they are down. 

GPO 892 455 



SIGNIFICANCE 
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—COMMUNITY PLANNING 
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—INVENTION 

—LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE 
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—LITERATURE 

—MILITARY 

—MUSIC 

—PHILOSOPHY 

—POLITICS/GOVERNMENT 
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—SCIENCE 
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—THEATER 
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URBAN PLANNING 

SPECIFIC DATES 1894-May 6, 1895 ( b u i l t ) BUILDER/ARCHITECT Fort Wayne E lec t r i c Company, 
Fort Wayne. Indiana. 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Austin "Moonlight Towers" are believed to be the only remaining examples 

of the tower lighting system which was popular i n U.S. cities during the late 

19th century. At the time of their installation i n Austin, only Detroit, 

Michigan, s t i l l maintained a similar lighting system. Efficiency and economy 

had pushed other cities to replace the tower lights with conventional street 

lights. But Austin's citizens have opposed moves to remove their "Moonlight 

Towers," citing their romantic, sentimental, and advertising value. The City 

has respected the feelings of the people and has put forth great effort in 

caring for the 21 remaining towers (Deemed "Moonlight Towers" because of the 

blue, moonlight-like glow they cast, they were put up high with the theory 

that they would diffuse a l i g h t everywhere, l i k e the moon or sun.) , includ­

ing the moving of a tower threatened by the widening of a street and the 

erection, in 1967» of a replica tower i n Zilker Park (to replace a fallen 

one) at a cost of $10,000. Originally, 31 of the lighting structures were 

built by the Fort Wayne Electric Company and put into use for the f i r s t time 

on May 6, 1895. They were to provide illumination for the h i l l y City of 

Austin at night, aiding citizens i n their nocturnal movements about the City 

and helping police to protect businesses after dark. The towers became an 

o f f i c i a l state landmark in Ap r i l 1970. 

Austin's city officers of the l890's, led by Mayor A.P. Wooldridge, received 

the "Moonlight Towers" in exchange for a city-omied narrow-gauge railroad 

which had been used for transporting building materials to the old Austin 

Dam site on the Colorado River (an historic engineering failure, the dam 

broke i n I9OO). The Fort Wayne Electric Company agreed to li g h t the City 

of Austin and to i n s t a l l dynamos at the Austin Dam which would power the 

lamps. The transaction for lighting and dynamos was conducted with $70,000 

in cash and the remaining $43,500 as trade i n value for the railroad, 
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setting the original cost of each of the 31 "Moonlight Towers" at approxi­

mately $1,500. Since the day they were f i r s t l i t the lights have been off 

for only a few short periods. Threatened with removal on two occasions, the 

towers have been zealously protected by Austin's citizens. The City has 

incorporated the old system with the newer, more conventional street 

lights and has continued to maintain the Tower Lighting System i n response 

to the demands of the citizens. 

GPO 892 455 
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