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One would be correct in assuming that there would be many, many lighthouses in Asian waters, a 

random selection of which are included in this review.  

Some Lighthouses (in fact most) date back to the colonial era when British, Dutch, French, Spanish and 

Portuguese colonialists commenced constructing lighthouses in strategic locations to assist their ships 

plying the various lucrative trading routes they had established. The cargoes these ships carried were so 

valuable to their Traders that the investment in Lighthouses was “small change”, as far as they were 

concerned, so in many cases they willingly contributed to the cost of the construction. So, a string of 

Iconic Lighthouses were established, to facilitate ships transiting the Malacca and Singapore Straits, 

Lombok and Sunda Straits, Java Sea and adjacent waters, South China Sea, China coast spanning as far 

north as Korea and Japan. 

It should be remembered that during these colonial times Nautical Charts were somewhat inaccurate to 

say the least, as was Astronomical Navigation; hence the making of a landfall, aided by a significant 

Lighthouse by which a firm navigation fix could be obtained by a sequence of simple compass bearings 

was considered a huge asset. 

Below, a caption of “Dondra Head Lighthouse” 

 It could be argued that for ships approaching from the west, the 

passing of “Dondra Head Lighthouse”, situated at the 

southernmost point of Sri Lanka (formerly Ceylon) marks the 

passage into Asian waters. This is an important aid to navigation 

for ships making landfall having transited the southern Indian 

Ocean. The Lighthouse was constructed by William Douglass of 

the British Imperial Lighthouse Service, with materials imported 

from the United Kingdom, and it was commissioned in March 

1890. The construction costs at that time were said to be circa 

GBP 30,000. The lighthouse is extremely prominent, its white 

granite tower standing some 49m and the powerful light having a 

range of 28 nautical miles. It is maintained by the Sri Lanka Ports Authority and still remains one of the 

tallest Lighthouses in South East Asia. 

 

Commercial interests were also instrumental in establishing the 

Muka Head Lighthouse on the Island of Penang (Pulau Pinang) 

which is a 14-metre high lighthouse, built by the British 



colonialists in 1883. This lighthouse is located at the very north-western tip of Penang Island and set on 

the top of a hill at an elevation of some 227m in a very prominent position. 

 

Similarly, the “One Fathom Bank” situated off the coast of the 

Malaysian State of Selangor, about 19 km south west of the Klang 

Delta, was originally funded by commercial interests. The British 

Government of India in Bengal in 1848, which at that time managed 

maritime affairs in the Malacca Straits, decided in 1852 to place a 

Lightship to mark this sand shoal. The Lightship was named “Torch” 

and had previously been used off “Sagar Point” in the estuary of 

the Hooghly River, in Bengal. The Lightship remained on station 

until 1874 when it was replaced by the first Lighthouse of mainly 

timber construction which remained until 1907 when it was 

replaced by a concrete pile Lighthouse. The second Lighthouse 

remained operational until the completion of a third Lighthouse in 

1999, located some 500m from the site of the original structure. 

These Lighthouses also acted as an excellent marker for the 

approaches to Port Swettenham (later renamed Port Klang) which was developing into a major seaport 

on the west coast of Malaysia during this period. 

Of Course, Indonesia (formerly the Dutch East Indies) was under Dutch rule during this era. The Dutch, 

being a major international maritime nation were also active in seeking to protect their lucrative 

maritime trades with the introduction of various Lighthouses about the Indonesian archipelago. These 

ranged far and wide, located at critical points around their island colony. Indonesia comprises of some 

17,000 islands (more than 6000 of which are inhabited), consequently it maintains hundreds of aids to 

navigation. It's difficult to know how many of these aids can be considered true Lighthouses because 

information about them is scarce, and photos are even scarcer. Official light lists contain dozens of 

entries for "framework towers" and "white beacons" providing little guidance as to whether or not 

they are Lighthouses in the true sense. 

In the Singapore Straits there are two notable Lighthouses operated by the Indonesians, namely; “Helen 

Mar Reef” (which lies opposite to Buffalo Rock) on a rocky outcrop at the head of the Phillip Channel. It 

is a narrow Yellow and Black tower like structure, is fitted with “Racon” and the light has a visible 

distance of 16 miles; also, “Batu Berhanti” which is located to starboard further along the eastbound 

TSS traffic lane. It is an Isolated Danger Mark, consisting of a small tower like structure painted Red and 

White. It has a white flashing light visible at 10nm. This is an important mark since the swift flowing 

currents are both treacherous and unpredictable in the area. 



                                           

Helen Mar Reef                                                                                 Batu Berhanti - Isolated Danger Mark 

One of the most prominent Indonesian Lighthouses is that of Pulau Lyu Kecil (sometimes referred to as 

“The Brothers” which marks Indonesia’s western entrance to the Singapore Straits) and is another 

excellent guide to Mariners. 

 

“The Brothers” at Pulau Lyu Kecil on the Indonesian side, 

southern end, of the Malacca Straits  

 

 

 

 

“Pulau Pisang Lighthouse” is yet another significant Lighthouse at the southern end of the Malacca 

Straits. Built in 1914 by the British, located off the southern end of Malaysia peninsula, close to the 

western entrance to the Johor Straits; for more than 100 years this lighthouse has assisted in guiding 

ships towards the western approaches of the Singapore Straits. The Islet of Pisang (meaning Banana) 

falls under the sovereignty of Malaysia, although the Lighthouse is manned and managed by Singapore. 

Whilst it is clear that the lighthouse has been under the management of Singapore for the past 100 

years, on a parcel of land granted to Singapore in perpetuity by the Sultan of Johor, the future 

sovereignty of this plot of land, however, remains in dispute.  

 

Captured from a drone, “Pulau Pisang” Lighthouse  

 

 

 



Sultan Shoal Lighthouse 

Another well known Lighthouse is that of 

“Sultan Shoal” which is situated on the small 

islet of Selat Jurong, approximately 4.3 

nautical miles south of the western tip of 

Singapore, in an area known as Tuas. It was 

built in 1895, under the direction of the Royal 

Navy Port Master and replaced a beacon that 

had previously been established there. In 1967 

the original Kerosene burning light was 

replaced by an electric light giving an arc of 

visibility of some 20 nm. Sultan Shoal was 

originally an anchorage area but in later years due to the on-going land reclamation in the Tuas area, 

anchoring has now been reduced somewhat and is more regulated. The light however, remains one of 

Singapore’s best known lighthouses. 

 

The Five Main Lighthouses in the Singapore Straits 

Perhaps the most iconic of all the Lighthouses of the Singapore Straits is that of the “Raffles Lighthouse” 

which is located on the southernmost Singapore Islet of Pulau Satumu (meaning one tree island). 

Constructed in 1854 and named after Sir Stamford Raffles it consists of a white granite tower of some 

29m in height. During its lifetime it has undergone various upgrades and in 1988 became Solar Powered 

and was fitted with a “Racon” Radar Beacon. In 2005 an AIS (Automatic Identification System) was 

introduced. The range of the light is 20nm. This iconic Lighthouse is very prominent, especially when 

transiting westbound through the Singapore Straits. Raffles Lighthouse is Singapore’s second oldest 

Lighthouse. 



An image of Raffles Lighthouse, looking tropical in 

every sense. 

 

 

 

 

 

The lesser known “Bedok Lighthouse” is an active 

Land based Lighthouse located on the south east 

coast of Singapore atop a tall residential apartment 

block in Marine Parade. It appears only as a red 

cubicle structure on the roof. The light has a range 

of some 20nm but the light may be sighted at a 

greater distance due to its high elevation. It is the 

only land based Lighthouse in Singapore.  Moves are 

reported afoot to construct a new replacement 

Lighthouse on top of a 26 storey apartment building in an adjacent residential area however, as of 2020 

the new structure is yet to materialize. This is mainly due to the ever rising skyline of Singapore. 

A good example of Traders lobbying for and funding lighthouses, either partially or in full can be seen 

from the history of the “Horsburgh Lighthouse”, situated at the eastern end of the Singapore Straits. A 

plan to construct the lighthouse, which commenced operations in 1851, was proposed by William 

Jardine who was a British Merchant of the times and headed the Jardine Matheson Trading Company, 

which history claims accumulated its wealth from the Chinese Opium Trade and supplying arms to Japan 

during the Meiji Restoration period. Jardine, needed to secure safety of navigation for his ships passing 

the Singapore-Malacca Straits to enhance trade with China and other Asian nations. 

 

At that time, Singapore was little more than a sparsely 

populated fishing village, centrally located in the Malacca-

Singapore Straits but both Singapore and Malaysia were 

British Colonies. Singapore was founded in 1819 by Sir 

Thomas Stamford Raffles who was a British East India 

Company administrator and following consultation with 

James Horsburgh (a British East India Company 

Hydrographer) it was decided that a Lighthouse would be 

constructed at the eastern end of the Singapore Straits on a 



small rocky crop that had become a hazard to safe navigation. The lighthouse was subsequently named 

“Horsburgh Lighthouse” in memory of James Horsburgh. Thomas Jardine personally, including his 

company, as well as the British East India Company and Calcutta Chamber of commerce were amongst 

the other donors that funded the cost of construction. “Horsburgh Lighthouse” standing like a sentinel 

at the eastern end of the Singapore Straits, is Singapore’s oldest Lighthouse. 

 

Bangkok Bar Pilot Station at the mouth of Chao Praya River 

Thailand has a number of Lighthouses but perhaps the best 

known is that at the “Bangkok Pilot Station” at the Bar of the 

Chao Praya River, in an area known as Samut Prakharn, which 

is low laying land at the River estuary. The structure was first 

established in 1874. Vessels intending to proceed upstream to 

Bangkok Port must embark a Pilot at this location. It is a solid 

square structure consisting of 3 levels, atop of which is a tall 

tower and light. It is very distinctive with its red and white painted exterior. It resembles a floating 

apartment block which, may be used as accommodation for river Pilots. It also has quite an extensive 

concrete pile jetty adjoining the structure used for the mooring of Pilot boats and embarkation of Pilots. 

There is a Helicopter platform provided. The Tower is 35m above sea level and displays a long flashing 

white light visible over a range of 20 nautical miles it is also fitted with a “Racon” beacon. 

Vietnam has a chain of Lighthouses about its coastline, mostly dating back to the days of French 

colonialism. However, one of the most prominent is the “Vung Tau Lighthouse” situated atop of a high 

hill on a small peninsula as one approaches the Port from seaward. Vung Tau is located about 40 miles 

south east of modern day Ho Chi Minh City (Previously called Saigon). Vietnam as a country has a total 

of 79 Lighthouse of one sort or another, 3 of which are situated in the Vung Tau area; the most 

prominent is the hilltop Lighthouse, first built by the French in 1865 (and is the oldest of Vietnam’s 

Lighthouses) at an elevation of approximately 173m above sea level. The Lighthouse is a white painted 

concrete tower like structure and displays a white flashing light over a range of 23 nautical miles. The 

lighthouse was upgraded several times the latest being in 1913, to its current state. 

                          

An impressive and picturesque image of “Vung 

Tau Lighthouse”, domineering the landscape 

of Vung Tau City below, from its hilltop venue. 

It is a valuable navigation aid used for 

approaching the Port as the various channel 

buoys frequently drift out of position and are 

considered unreliable. 



The ex Portuguese Colony of Macau was the first location on the China coast 

to display a Western style Lighthouse. “Guia Fortress Lighthouse” is situated 

about 40 miles west of Hong Kong on the western bank at the estuary of the 

Pearl River; it has a significant history and is classified by UNESCO as a world 

heritage site. Built by the Portuguese colonialists in 1865 it is located on the 

highest point in Macau at Guia Hill Fortress (some 91 m above sea level).  

The Lighthouse is a substantial cylindrical tower with two balconies, at the top 

of which is the lantern. It stands 16m tall and is of stone construction with concrete coating, and painted 

white, with yellow trimming. The light is visible at a distance of 16 miles in clear atmospheric conditions. 

There has been some controversy in recent years over the granting of permission by local government 

to construct lofty buildings around the adjacent area and it is uncertain if certain sectors of the light’s 

arc may now be partially obstructed as a result. 

Hong Kong has a number of very well maintained Lighthouses within its waters. One of the most 

significant is “Waglan Island” which is a member of the Potoi Group and is located in the south east 

approaches to Hong Kong. It is one of the 3 surviving pre-war Lighthouses. It was constructed in 1893 by 

China’s Imperial Maritime Customs Service when Waglan Island was not yet part of colonial Hong Kong. 

“Waglan Lighthouse” consists of a white tower structure with red painted horizontal band and stands 

16m atop of the very rocky uninhabited and barren island. The white light which flashes twice every 20 

seconds has a range of at least 24 nautical miles in clear weather. The light was automated in 1989 and 

features a “Racon” radar transponder. In 2008 it was classified as a historic monument by the Hong 

Kong (SAR) Government. 

 

Aerial image of “Waglan Island”, part of the Po Toi Group 

located to the south east of Hong Kong 

 

 

 

The famous “Green Island Lighthouse” which has guided ships into Victoria Harbor for over many 

decades is situated on the northwest tip of Hong Kong Island, just off Kennedy Town. Green Island is 

separated by the narrow Sulphur Channel. The Lighthouse commenced operations in 1875 only a few 

months following Hong Kong’s first Lighthouse at Cape D’Aguilar. It was intended to relocate the lantern 

of the Cape D’Aguilar Lighthouse to Green Island but this required the construction of a new taller and 

larger tower which was commenced in 1904 and in 1905 it took over the functions of the older light. The 

newer Lighthouse which is a circular white granite tower, standing 17.5m in height features a white 

flashing light every 10 seconds and is visible over a distance of 16 nautical miles in good visibility. The 

Lighthouse was automated in the 1970s and is still in use today.  



“Green Island Lighthouse” is managed by the Hong Kong Marine Department (Mardep) and the 

Government Property Agency and is one of the existing three remaining pre-war Lighthouses in Hong 

Kong. It was also classified as a historic monument in 2008.  

 

Full image of Green Island – Hong Kong showing 

the Lighthouse as it remains today. The narrow 

Sulphur Channel between Green Island and Hong 

Kong is on the right, with the expanses of Victoria 

Harbor as a backdrop. 

 

 

The Philippine Islands does have a significant number of historic lighthouses, a number of which are 

situated on the north and west coast, serving vessels navigating in the South China Sea. Many of the 

Lighthouses date back to the colonial era. One of the most prominent is the “Cape Engano Lighthouse” 

situated on Palaui Island in the Cagayan Provence, right at the northern tip of Luzon. It is constructed atop a 

92m hill close to the town of Santa Ana. This Lighthouse dates back to 1888 and is an octagonal shaped 

stone tower of 14.5m in height, surrounded by living quarters, most of which are now derelict. Its original 

lantern has long since been replaced by solar power. It has a white light flashing every 5 seconds and is 

visible at a range of 27 nautical miles in good visibility. 

 

“Cape Engano Lighthouse” as it is today, mainly constructed 

from local stone and materials. This Lighthouse forms a very 

prominent feature at the northernmost point of Luzon. 

 

 

 

 “Cape Bolinao Lighthouse” is an impressively tall, slender white lighthouse, 

built by the Americans in 1903 on a rocky promontory atop of Punta Pedra 

Point, at the west of Cape Bolinao in the province of Pangasinan. The tower 

itself rises over 30m, whilst the overall height of the light above sea level is  

107 m. The high elevation gives the light a visible range of 17 nautical miles. 

To the east of the promontory lies the Lingayan Gulf. The original light 

mechanism came from England and the actual Kerosene lanterns from 

France. In 1999 the lighthouse was upgraded to solar power for beacon 

lights. The Philippines Coastguard is responsible for upkeep and 

maintenance. 



“Corregidor Island Lighthouse” in the Cavite province is one of the 

oldest and most important Lighthouses in the Philippines, first being 

established in 1853 specifically to guide ships approaching from 

seaward, into Manila Bay and Port of Manila. 

 

 

The Lighthouse consists of a white stone tower of about 18m in 

height with a Flashing white light every 20 seconds and is visible 

over a distance of about 25 nautical miles. The Lighthouse is 

situated at a converging point of two lines of approach to Manila 

Bay from the South China Sea. Ships approaching from the North 

will first encounter “Capones Lighthouse”, whilst those arriving 

from the west or south west, the “Cabra Lighthouse”. 

 

 “Capones Island Lighthouse” is on the west coast close to the 

city of San Antonio and is the first light seen by vessels 

approaching from the north and northwest from such origins as 

China and Hong Kong when bound for Manila Bay.The 

Lighthouse features a square masonry tower painted white, of 

some 25m in height. It exhibits a group flashing white light 

visible over a distance of 25 nautical miles. In recent times the 

Lighthouse has undergone an upgrade to solar powering but 

many of the surrounding outhouses are in a state of disrepair and dereliction. 

“Cabra Island Lighthouse” located on the northwestern most of the Lubang Group of islands in western 

Mindoro, which forms the outer bounary of the Verde Island Passage, is another Lighthouse steeped in 

Filipino history. This will be the first Lighthouse sighted by mariners on ships approaching Manila Bay 

from the direction of India, Singapore and Indonesia. 

Initially built by the Spanish colonizers in 1885 it was first lit in 

1889 and featured a square stone tower, grey-white in color. 

The old Lighthouse has since been replaced with a new solar 

powered white cylindrical tower of approximately 20m in 

height, which exhibits an occulting white light every 5 seconds 

visible over a distance of 25 nautical miles. Due to vandalism 

and theft of valuable components, the original structure has 

now been closed due to its delapitated state and only the new 

tower remains active. 



“Cape Melville Lighthouse” is located on the Island of Balabac, at the southern most tip of Palawan 

Island, the most southwesterly point of the Philippines, which marks the Balabac Straits, the notoriously 

treacherous passage between East Malaysia (Sabah) and the Philippine Islands. 

The original Lighthouse, first built lit in 1892 by the Spaniards, was a stone octaganal tower. Like so 

many other historic Lighthouses in the Philippines it is in very poor condition and is no longer functional 

and has been replaced by an aluminium prefabricated tower with a modern solar-powerd light erected 

close to the original structure, with a total elevation of 90m. The light characteristics are a white flash 

every 5 seconds with a visibility of some 28 nautical miles in clear conditions.The maintenance of the 

light falls under the jurisdiction of the Philippines Coast Guard. Due to the station being manned the 

original Lighthouse still remains intact except for a central glass pane, stolen by vandals. Reportedly, the 

original Lighthouse tower still retains its original clockwork device, but it is claimed to be inopertive. 

 

Balabac Island in the Balabac Straits. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Taiwan (ROC) has a number of Lighthouses but 

perhaps the most significant is the “Eluanbi 

Lighthouse” located on Cape Eluanbi which is the 

southernmost point of Taiwan. This location has strong 

currents and reefs and therefore has claimed a 

number of shipwrecks, hence the need for a 

Lighthouse, also, this point is at the confluence of the 

Taiwan Straits, South China Sea and Philippines Sea 

and is therefore of major importance for merchant 

ships navigating in those waters. The Lighthouse was built between 1881-83 (when it was first lit), under 

the direction of the British Imperial Maritime Customs Service. It was rebuilt in 1947 by the Rebublic of 

China and served flawlesly until a major refurbishment in 1962, at which time more powerful Fresnel 

lenses were installed. The Lighthouse is a 21m cylindrical tower with upper balcony constructed of cast 

iron and exhibits a white flashing light every 10 seconds with a visible range of 27 nautical miles in clear 

conditions. This lighthouse is known as the “Light of East Asia” as the light is the most intense in Taiwan. 



South China Sea - new artificial, manmade islands, have been establishid by the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC) in the South China Sea since 2012 as a result of their claim for jurisdiction over most of  the 

South China Sea. This has lead to disputes between the soverign nations of the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC), Brunei, the Republic of China (Taiwan – ROC), Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines and Vietnam. 

The disputes are over islands, reefs, banks and other areas of the South China Sea which encompass the 

Spratly Islands, Paracel Islands, Scarborough Shoal and other boundaries encroaching into the Gulf of 

Tonkin. Other disputes involve the waters surrounding the Natuna Islands which are claimed by 

Indonesia. The PRC has commenced Island building in the Spratly and Paracel Islands, much to serious 

international objection and ire. Currently, the situation remains very fluid and China’s expansionistic and 

domineering territorial stance in the region, mainly underpinned by fishing and exploration rights, has 

brought about the establishment of numerous new Lighthouses located on many of these artificial 

Islands in the Spratly and Paracel groups.           

 

 

South China Sea indicating some of the areas claimed by the PRC and disputed by other regional nations. 
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