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A 1994-1995 survey (Babits and Kjorness 1995) discovered the presence of several
abandoned vessel complexes in Wright’s Creek, a rural area located between the Pamlico and
Pungo Rivers in North Carolina. These graveyards, composed of the discarded vessels and
equipment of the commercial fishing community, serve a purpose for those who create and
maintain them along their property boundaries, bestowing them with meaning and regard.
Rather than aesthetically displeasing “eye-sores,” these sites serve as a repository for the
memories and nostalgia of the commercial fishers. In addition, they provide materials for
salvage and reuse, aiding in maintenance of working vessels, proving a financial boon in the
process of boat breaking.

The archaeological study of a commercial fishing graveyard allows interpretation of the
social, economic, and technological changes affecting the surrounding community. The
concentration of abandoned vessels in this embayment presents a unique opportunity to study
behavioral patterns associated with a rural boat graveyard, as the adjacent community is still
interacting with the discarded material remains. Continued interaction demonstrates social
significance as the surrounding community has intimate ties to the abandoned. This area of
Belhaven, once a vital waterway for commercial fishers, is experiencing economic decline as

evidenced by the high number of vessel and equipment graveyards.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
Introduction

This thesis examines an aspect of maritime history and culture rarely investigated in an
archaeological capacity. This study concentrates on the discarded vessels and equipment of the
commercial fishing industry located on the banks of Wright’s Creek, a rural community in
Belhaven, North Carolina (Figure 1). The artifacts comprising the commercial fishing
graveyards are the discarded cultural materials of the Wright’s Creek community. As such, these
graveyards hold valuable evidence relating to their heritage, as well as the technological,
economic, and political changes influencing their rural North Carolina community. From a
wider perspective, study of the commercial fishing assemblages contributes to the studies of
behavioral archaeology and site formation processes, testing the theories presented by the
community of archaeologists.

A survey completed along the Pungo River’s shoreline discovered several rural boat
graveyards. Babits and Kjorness (1995) undertook a survey of the Pungo River from Wades
Point to Woodstock Point in winter 1994 and spring 1995. These sites primarily represent
discard accumulation sites, or boat graveyards, rather than isolated abandonment sites (Richards
and Staniforth 2006:84; Richards 2008:3). These rural commercial fishing graveyards provide
an opportunity to examine watercraft archaeologically in space and time, providing a model for
explaining transitions in vernacular boatbuilding. For the purposes of this study, the definition of
an urban environment is a city or densely populated area, while a rural environment is
characteristic of farming or country life (Simpson and Weiner 1989:283).

The primary research questions posed here concentrate on the study of a rural

commercial fishing graveyard to determine how the archaeological remains represent the social,



economic, technological, and political events and processes of the surrounding commercial
fishing community. Research questions stem from the observation and interpretation of
archaeological data, the correlation of archaeological and archival resources, and the oral
interviews of the commercial fishers responsible for the creation and maintenance of these
graveyards. There has been little archaeological research completed on rural commercial fishing
graveyards, as vessels abandoned in this type of setting are usually isolated and escape public
knowledge. Consequently, there is a lack of information concerning related vernacular
shipbuilding techniques, local maritime history, and vessel abandonment behaviors in rural
environments.

Although discovery of other commercial fishing graveyards occurred in the Pamlico and
Pungo Rivers, systematic archaeological study of these sites has not been completed (Babits et
al. 1995). Rural abandonment sites near the cities of Belhaven and Washington studied by East
Carolina University (ECU) (Rodgers et al. 2005) and North Carolina Underwater Archaeology
Branch (UAB) (Wilde-Ramsing 1990) present discard unrelated to the commercial fishing
community of Wright’s Creek, and therefore do not provide an appropriate corollary. Of more
relevance is the comparative study of Australia’s rural farm graveyards conducted by Diana
Smith (2005). Like the commercial fishing graveyard, rural farm graveyards are
monumentalized by the farming families that sustain a meaningful connection to the landscape
through the retention and maintenance of obsolete agricultural materials (Smith 2005:22). Other
comparative research considers the body of work concerning formation processes observed in the
archaeological record, particularly those relating to salvage, reuse, discard, and abandonment

(Schiffer 1987; Richards 2008).
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Location and Environment
Wright’s Creek runs through a bay into the Pungo River between Harris Point and Dave Moore
Point. Upstream from its mouth approximately 0.6 mi., Wright’s Creek divides into north and
south prongs. The Pungo River is a tributary of the greater Pamlico Sound, the latter considered
one of the largest saltwater sounds in the United States at 1,800 square miles (Smith 1907). The
Pamlico is a shallow (8 ft. mean depth) oligohaline estuary extending approximately 40 miles
from Washington, North Carolina, to the western edge of Pamlico Sound (Stanley and
Nixon1992:2). Inlets connect Pamlico Sound to the Atlantic Ocean, allowing a tidal exchange,
and access to inland waters. Like the Pamlico, the Pungo River’s pH varies from 6 to 8 (USGS
2002). Within this wetland, the area is relatively flat, low and swampy, the majority less than 10
ft. above sea level, and some of the eastern portions near 5 ft. above sea level (Epperly 1984:1).

Environmental conditions on the Pamlico’s northern bank, the area encompassed by
Wright’s Creek, are affected by a combination of natural factors including: wind, water depth,
stream configurations, and dry land (Babits et al. 1995:4). Sea level change causes slow erosion
damage, while wind and wake damage rapidly alter the terrain. Storms have the most dramatic
effect on the topography (Garrett 1983:39). According to Babits and Kjorness (1995:4), this
survey area suffers from a combination of northeasters and hurricanes on a regular basis.

Previous Research

Researchers completed two surveys along the Pamlico and Pungo Rivers’ shorelines in an
ongoing study of vernacular North Carolina watercraft and maritime archaeology sites. Their
systematic exploration of the area resulted in the discovery of several rural boat graveyards.
Babits, Morris, and Kjorness undertook their first survey of the North Shore Pamlico River from

Bath Creek to Wade’s Point in 1993-1994. Their survey documented the existence of twenty-



two sites, with the majority of the vessels representing abandonment, some from the antebellum
period (Babits et al. 1995). During their second survey, conducted on the Pungo River from
Wades Point to Woodstock Point in 1994-1995, researchers discovered the vessels of Wright’s
Creek (Babits and Kjorness 1995). As with their previous survey, discarded watercraft appears
as the primary site type. In total, surveyors recorded forty abandoned vessels in Wright’s Creek,
with the majority located in the smaller tributaries of Bradley Creek and Schoolhouse Landing
(Babits and Kjorness 1995:46) (Figures 2, 3). Babits suggested further archaeological
investigation of several sites in both study areas, citing the possibility of nomination to the
National Register based on potential development of a regional watercraft chronology as well as

local maritime history (Babits et al. 1995:108; Babits and Kjorness 1995:82).

Braveey Crese Campiex
(AeT To Scais )

FIGURE 2. Sketch map of Bradley Creek Complex (not to scale) (Babits and Kjorness 1995:17).
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FIGURE 3. Sketch map of Schoolhouse Landing Complex (not to scale) (Babits and Kjorness 1995:66).

The UAB conducted inspections of the waterways near the town of Belhaven. The 1987
investigation included a magnetometer survey of the Lower Dowry Creek, 9 mi. to the north of
Wright’s Creek, documenting the remains of a wooden vessel, 0002PUR, located perpendicular
to the shore in approximately 2 ft. of water (Wilde-Ramsing 1987). In 1990, the UAB inspected
the remains of vessels and piers along the Belhaven waterfront of Pantego Creek, for the purpose
of preliminary assessment of potential historical and archaeological significance concerning
Belhaven’s proposed waterfront cleanup efforts (Wilde-Ramsing 1990:1). Discovery of seven
vessels occurred during the survey, including a centerboard schooner, several barges, and a
tugboat, representing a time depth to the late 19" century. Wilde-Ramsing (1987:6, 1990:3-11)
suggested further archaeological investigation of both of these sites.

Aside from the maritime archaeological surveys, Gordon Watts of ECU conducted

investigation of a terrestrial site near Woodstock Point. The report of the investigation was



planned as a student thesis on the town of Woodstock. The thesis was not completed and as
such, there are no records of remote sensing available for this site (Babits and Kjorness 1995:2).

ECU also conducted a study of the Castle Island Ships’ Graveyard. Castle Island, located
in the Tar-Pamlico River, is approximately thirty miles west of the intended Wright’s Creek
study area. Under the instruction of Dr. Bradley Rodgers, students conducted Phase Il research
on twelve wrecked and abandoned vessels during the 1998-2000 field seasons (Rodgers et al.
2005).

Research Questions

Examining the graveyard in both a systemic and archaeological context provides an
observable link between the behaviors that lead to its creation and maintenance, as well as the
resulting signatures of these behaviors in the archaeological record. Research questions posed in
this thesis stem from observations concerning use of vessels in the systemic context, the
behavioral processes that drive an artifact’s entrance into the archaeological record, and resulting
signatures of these processes. The first question concerns the behavioral processes resulting in
the creation and maintenance of the commercial fishing graveyard. In particular, this involves
the decision-making processes concerning a graveyard’s location and its relationship to
individual families of commercial fishers. This spatial relationship between graveyards and
individual commercial fishing families holds implications for its regard and purpose. This leads
to the second question, involving the perception of the graveyard as examined through the
memory of the community responsible for its creation and continued curation, and any effect this
perception has on the resulting formation processes observed within the archaeological record.

Further questions focus on technological and economic trends visible in the graveyard’s material



remains, endeavoring to explain how the cast-off cultural materials represent a vessel’s lifecycle,
reuse, and discard within this environment.
Research Design

The application of archaeological methodology, combined with historical and correlative
research, offers evidence for interpretation, providing answers to the research questions
discussed previously. Chapter 2, methodology, outlines the course of archaeological and
historical research. Sections in this chapter include methods related to archaeological fieldwork,
historical research, and analysis. Methods of archaeological fieldwork include site inspection
and documentation. The historical research section includes a description of the repositories of
information and the types of information collected, as well as a discussion of the methods of
collecting oral interviews. The final section of the chapter outlines the synthesis of the fieldwork
and research data providing a platform for analysis.

Identifying active site formation processes present in a commercial fishing graveyard
environment is important to further study from a behavioral perspective. Chapter 3 outlines the
theoretical premises serving as a platform for archaeological and historical analysis. Studies of
site formation processes have a base in the theoretical teachings of Michael Schiffer (1972, 1975,
1987, 1992, 1994), Nathan Richards (1997, 1998, 2005, 2008), and Richards and Staniforth
(2006). For the purposes of this study, primary theories concern the processes of discard, reuse,
and abandonment behaviors associated with rural maritime sites. Further theoretical premises
concern the purpose and meaning of the commercial fishing graveyard in respect to the fishers
responsible for their creation and maintenance (Smith 2005). In particular, theories concern the
fishers regard as interpreted through the shared memories held by the Wright’s Creek community

(Crumley 2002; Van Dyke and Alcock 2003; Smith 2005).



Historical research pertaining to rural commercial fishing graveyard sites will comprise a
combination of historical research methods, including oral history, and the interpretation of maps
and charts to gain a better understanding of the region. Chapters 4 and 5 are dedicated to the
history of the commercial fishing community of Wright’s Creek, and the historical and economic
trends in the commercial fishing industry of North Carolina. Chapter 4 concentrates on the
history of the Wright’s Creek commercial fishing community, focusing on several individual
families, and the chronology of occupation of the study area. Family histories provide evidence
of behaviors linked to the generational trade of commercial fishing, and other trades once
prevalent in the area, including vernacular boatbuilding. Further, interviews with the caretakers
of the graveyards provide insight into the active formation processes occurring at individual
sites. Chapter 5 provides an in depth historical and economic background and analysis of North
Carolina’s commercial fishing industry, concentrating on Beaufort County and the City of
Belhaven. Specifically, the analysis incorporates statistics relating to catch value and volume,
employment in the industry, and registered commercial fishing vessels from 1880-2007.

Analysis will combine the results of historical, archaeological, and comparative research
on rural boat graveyards to answer questions set forth for study. Chapter 6 outlines the results of
the archaeological surveys, delimiting the graveyard areas through ownership by specific
commercial fishing families. This chapter describes the location, orientation, construction
features, and formation processes recorded in respect to individual vessels. Discussion of these
features is supported by photographs and site plans. Chapter 7 is the analysis of the behavioral
processes related to the creation and maintenance of a commercial fishing graveyard. In
particular, the chapter focuses on the systemic context particularly related to uselife and function

of a commercial fishing vessel, attempting to understand how these aspects of the vessel’s



lifecycle affect the memory and regard of the commercial fishers. Chapter 8 is the analysis of
the archaeological record, discussing the chronology of graveyard formation, with particular
focus placed on the processes of salvage, reuse, discard, and abandonment. This chapter also
concentrates on the differences observed between the dynamic graveyards maintained by the
commercial fishers, and the abandoned graveyard in Bradley Creek, located away from the
working docks.
Conclusion

Deliberately abandoned watercraft differs from wrecks in that they were disposed of in a
purposeful, controlled manner. As such, the study of vessel graveyards can tell us much about
the economic, political, social, and technological changes of communities associated with the
abandonment area. Commercial fishing graveyards are a microcosm of changes in the
community, informing us about boatbuilding techniques, and the behaviors associated with
salvage, reuse, and discard (Seeb 2007:4, Richards 2008:18). Despite our ability to learn much
from these maritime abandonment sites, they have only recently become the subject of detailed
study. Most studies concentrate on vessel graveyards located near major ports, such as Richards’
(1997, 1998, 2005) study of the Garden Island Ships’ Graveyard or the recent study of the Cape
Fear River graveyard in Wilmington, North Carolina conducted by Sami K. Seeb (2007).
Further, many studies concentrate on ships or large, oceangoing vessels, as opposed to workboats
or smaller vessels built for specialized use on a river or other inland body of water (De Kerchove
1961:72, 722).

Considering the lack of comparative research on rural abandonment sites, particularly
those related to the commercial fishing industry, a corollary for this thesis was found in Diana

Smith’s (2005) study of farm graveyards. In Meaning, Purpose, and Social Memory: The
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Archaeology of Farm Graveyards of Vehicles and Machinery, Smith (2005) discovered the
significance placed on the graveyards through the memories held by the farmers. The relevance
of the commercial graveyard stems from its continued use through successive generations of
farmers. Through continued maintenance and reuse, these sites become more than a repository
of obsolete materials. Through time and successive generations of farmers, the continued
utilization of these graveyards provides repeated access to past memories and nostalgia for the
farmers involved in its conservation and maintenance (Smith 2005:1-41).

The archaeological and historical study of a commercial fishing graveyard provides
insight into the maritime history and culture of a rural North Carolina community. Historical
research of this isolated, rural commercial fishing community expands and highlights knowledge
of a local maritime lifeway that is suffering decline. In addition to expanding historical
knowledge of the local community, study of the processes of discard, reuse, and abandonment

contributes to studies of site formation processes and behavioral archaeology.

11



CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY
Introduction

The accumulated commercial fishing graveyards of Wright’s Creek provide a platform
for the study of local maritime history and heritage, expanding our knowledge pertaining to the
small commercial fishing operations of rural North Carolina. The area of research is located
between the Pamlico and Pungo Rivers, in Beaufort County, between Washington and Belhaven
(Figure 4). The methods utilized to research the commercial fishing graveyard stemmed from
three fields of inquiry, including, archaeological fieldwork, archival research, oral interviews,
and analysis.

Archaeological fieldwork commenced in November 2007, with subsequent field visits to
record formation processes concluding in May 2010. Fieldwork began with initial site inspection
and documentation of vessels in the north and south prongs of Wright’s Creek. Site inspection
included 40 individual vessels, 38 located in within five graveyard complexes, the remaining 2
vessels representing individual vessel discard. Site documentation was concerned with the
creation of site maps and individual vessel histories for a sample of 14 of vessels.
Documentation of remaining vessels included photography and site mapping.

Historical research of the area is pertinent to understanding the local residents’ traditional
maritime heritage, as well as their interaction with the discarded vessels. Available data
concerning the history and landscape of Wright’s Creek is sparse, consisting primarily of land
ownership records. Oral interviews with residents, occurring with approval from ECU’S
University Medical Center Institutional Review Board, proved essential, providing historical
images and information not available in a public forum (Appendix A). A final analysis occurred

upon completion of the archival research, oral interviews, and archaeological fieldwork.
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Archaeological Fieldwork

The purpose of conducting archaeological fieldwork for this survey is to analyze the
collected data to understand further the behavioral patterns associated with material culture
discard, in this case the artifacts of a rural North Carolina commercial fishing community. In
order to answer questions set forth in Chapter 1, graduate students conducted fieldwork in phases
between November 2007 and May 2010. Initial reconnaissance and familiarization of the site
occurred in November 2007 and February 2008. Phase I site survey followed in March 2008,
concerned with site mapping and the generation of individual site plans. Survey continued in
August 2008 utilizing side scan sonar to determine locations of possibly submerged vessels.
Ground truthing and site recording of side scan anomalies occurred in November. Further
research continued through May 2010, recording data on location and formation processes for 31
additional vessels via photography and GPS.

The north prong of the creek is located .27 mi southwest its junction with the Pungo
River, and extends .79 mi west. Students surveyed six vessels in the north prong of Wright's
Creek during the initial two-day survey, followed by survey of a seventh vessel in the western
section of the north prong. Seventeen other sites were recorded via GPS and photography in the
north prong during visits throughout 2009. This zone provides a docking area for working
fishing vessels, many using the now defunct Hopkins' Seafood wharves, others using Foster's
Seafood. Survey was performed on four vessels located at Schoolhouse Landing near Hopkins'
Seafood, all awash but visible above the water's surface. At least seven other vessels are present
in Schoolhouse Landing's gut, completely submerged and covered with silt. In addition to the
vessels in Schoolhouse Landing, documentation occurred on one vessel near Foster's Seafood,

Inc., with five other vessels recorded via GPS and photography. The remaining recording in the
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north prong was completed on a vessel at its western end. Photography and GPS recording took
place on three other north prong vessels, one located at the western end, the other two located at
the eastern end.

While conducting fieldwork, researchers encountered several difficulties. Access to
vessels was difficult as most of the vessels were partially submerged and grounded in deep mud.
Previous vessel and equipment disposal resulted in layers of debris, unseen beneath the deep
mud and potentially hazardous to investigators. The decayed and corroded state of several
vessels made boarding and accurate recording of the remaining structures difficult. Access to the
Bradley Creek site was more difficult, its entrance reachable only by boat.

Site Inspection

The archaeological survey completed on thirteen abandoned vessels during the 23 March 2008
field expedition was concerned with the creation of scaled site maps, site photography, and
observations of formation processes as they relate to the archaeological record. Each student
recorded an individual vessel through mapping and photography, creating a site plan and final
report (Campbell 2008; Hayman 2008; Hicks 2008; Latta 2008; MacKenzie 2008; Morra 2008;
Ray 2008; Smith 2008; Steinmetz 2008; Thompson 2008; Wagner 2008; Wyllie 2008).
Graduate students recorded six wooden vessels in the north prong of Wright’s Creek, one steel
barge in the south prong, and six small, wooden workboats in the Bradley Creek tributary.
Although identification of many vessels in the north prong was possible, the boats in Bradley
Creek remain unidentified, and local informants have no recollection of their origins or disposal,
except to comment they have been there for a long time. Due to these constraints, researchers
concentrated primarily on construction details to determine time of construction, and a possible

time range for deposition.
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Subsequent site inspections occurred in August, November, and December 2008,
concerned with the completion of remote sensing, additional photography, and site mapping of
Vessel 14. Visits conducted in 2009-2010 focused on the collection of comparative photographs
of the survey vessels, and confirming conclusions on formation process signatures through oral
interviews with Wright’s Creek residents and graveyard owners.

Site Documentation

Site documentation included descriptions of individual vessels, including their dimensions,
vessel class and type, construction techniques and materials, propulsion system, and associated
fishing or maritime related equipment. Descriptions of these elements provide evidence
necessary to interpret the maritime history of the study area, informing about local boat
construction, technological changes, and vessel uselife. In particular, correlating these features
with known construction techniques helps to narrow the build date and/or region of
unidentifiable vessels. An analysis of these elements aids in interpreting timelines concerning
graveyard creation and individual vessel disposal. The current location of these vessels in
conjunction with descriptive elements allowed comparison with the vessels recorded during the
1994 survey (Babits and Kjorness 1995). Relocated vessels benefited from more intense scrutiny
during the current survey, expanding knowledge of their site descriptions.

In addition to observations recorded concerning vessel construction techniques, students
documented evidence of formation processes relating to deliberate discard. In particular,
students looked for evidence of salvage, reuse, and intentional discard. Archaeological
signatures of salvage processes include the removal of valuable equipment and components,
scrapping of metal rigging and fishing equipment, and sometimes burning for the removal of

valuable fittings from the vessels. The signatures of reuse, while less obvious, often include
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conversion of the vessel’s original form, or construction features that point to a change in the
vessel’s function, such as a change from luxury vessel to workboat. Observations of deliberate
discard signatures include methods of placement assurance or scuttling.

Graduate students produced scaled maps of 14 vessels during the course of the spring
2008 survey (Figure 5). The purpose of scaled plans was to create detailed plan views of each
site to document vessel dimension and type, as well as any signatures of systemic use, salvage,
and discard. Acting as a form under a translucent Mylar sheet, a printed grid divided into 1mm?
sections allowed students to record vessels to scale on site. Students primarily utilized the
baseline-offset method to record vessels, at times installing fence posts near the bow and stern of
the boat, allowing for placement of a baseline. Given the depth of mud surrounding several
vessels, their distance from shore, and the frail state of remaining structures, stakes were not
appropriate for construction of a baseline in every case. Instead, attachment was made fast to
extant features on the stem and stern, running as close as possible to its centerline. Baseline
offset measurements were recorded in stations, generally every 4 ft., from the baseline to the
remaining starboard or port side. Measurement of extant features occurred in this manner as
well, recording positions of important objects, or vessel structure, in relation to its position on the
baseline. Using this method, recording of approximate vessel dimensions for thirteen wooden
vessels and one steel barge was possible. Depth or profile views of vessels were difficult to
acquire due to their position in the mud.

Site recorder preference influenced creation of individual site plans. In general, the
initial drawing occurred on vellum, followed by inking onto Mylar, reduction and digitization.
In some cases, students utilized Adobe Illustrator to generate individual site plans. Due to the

degraded nature of several vessels, cartography concentrated on the general shape of the remains,
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similar to a plan view of ship lines’ drawings, by taking measurements at regular intervals along
the baseline to the outside of the starboard hull. In most cases, visibility of construction features

diminished in areas of voluminous debris and deep mud.

FIGURE 5. Students using baseline offset to record vessels in Bradley Creek (Marcotte
2008).

Photographic documentation of Wright’s Creek occurred at every site inspection
conducted by the author. Documentation in this manner was accomplished with three primary
goals, overall site photography, individual site photography, and comparative analysis of
photographs taken during site visits from 2007-2010, as well as those taken during previous
survey in 1994 (Babits and Kjorness 1995). The first goal was overall site photography,
establishing a visual baseline concerning graveyard site formation. Individual site photography
aided students in the process of creating a site plan and documenting evidence of cultural and
non-cultural site formation processes. Finally, current site photography (2007-2010) allowed
direct comparison to these same vessels originally photographed in 1994 (Babits and Kjorness

1995), aiding in the understanding of current graveyard site formation. Photography of the site
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occurred with digital cameras, and a compass heading and scale were used to create technical
shots. Digital cameras, provided by ECU’s Program in Maritime Studies, included the SeaLife
6.1, and the 5.1 Mega pixel Sony Cybershot cameras.

Side scan sonar of Wright’s Creek was conducted on 7 August 2008 using Klein System
500 kHz side scan sonar, and a Trimble® R4 high accuracy GPS receiver accurate within 5
meters (Trimble Navigation Ltd. 2011:1). Side scan sonar is a specialized technique utilizing
short pulses of acoustic energy transmitted along the seabed in fan-shaped beams from an
underwater towed vessel (Klein 2002:667). Topographic maps of Wright’s Creek were
georectified into the global positioning system (GPS) software program used to track the tow-
lanes. In this way, investigators tracked the progress of the survey in real time during the sonar
survey. Using an East Carolina University (ECU) research vessel, investigators surveyed the
deeper, main tributaries of Wright’s Creek, beginning in the south prong, finalizing research in
the busier north prong last. The tow lanes progressed in a generally east to west direction, with a
swath tolerance approximately 20 m wide. Investigation of these shallow waterways with this
type of remote sensing proved difficult; the towfish mired in silt on more than one occasion.
Certain areas were inappropriate for side scan reconnaissance due to debris or moored working
vessels, such as the shallow, debris-filled Bradley Creek, or near the busy Foster’s fish house.

Investigators discovered twenty-four anomalies during post-processing, many
representing pilings, the remains of old docks, large logs, and occasionally vessels (Appendix B).
Based on the presence or absence of angular or symmetrical features, six anomalies stood out as
possible sunken vessels. These anomalies range in size from 19 ft. to 44 ft. in length, some

appearing with intact vessel-like shapes, others as curious piles of sunken debris.
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Reconnaissance and ground-truthing of these anomalies occurred on 11 October 2008.
The tow lanes progressed in a general southwest to northeast direction, the tow lanes set
approximately 20 m in width. Several difficulties were encountered during towfish operation
due to the shallowness of the creek and its tributaries, as well as hang-ups in the water, including
old crab-pots and tree limbs. Several smaller tributaries of Wright’s Creek, known to possess
strata of abandoned vessels, were too shallow to record. The shallowness of the channels proved
problematic for adjusting towfish height while attempting to minimize disturbance from the
output of the tow vessel’s motor. To counter this problem, researchers added approximately 3 ft.
of line to the starboard side, positioning the towfish slightly to starboard and behind the motor.
Despite repositioning, the towfish buried itself in deep sediment on several occasions, once
requiring investigators to enter the creek and dislodge it physically.

Reconnaissance began in the western section of the north prong at Contact0017, a small,
wooden boat, described previously as Vessel 14. Ground truthing here resulted in the creation of
a site plan for Vessel 14. Proceeding directly north, investigators discovered that Contact0018
was Vessel 1 (0026PUR), previously recorded in spring 2008 (Figure 7). Continuing on an
eastward heading, investigators discovered the source of Contact0014. This vessel, previously
recorded as Vessel 17, is in a highly deteriorated state, with only a portion of the stern visible
above the water, and a large amount of rusted rigging listing dangerously to starboard. During
recording of the vessel’s stern, large amounts of oil began belching from the vessel, and lines
still tied to its stern danced dangerously near investigators in the water. Due to these
complexities, the dive safety officer deemed Contact0014 too dangerous to dive or investigate

from close proximity.
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FIGURE 7. Map of north prong side scan sonar anomalies with known vessel locations(USDA [Hyde County, North Carolina 2007] [NC095]
Washington, DC).
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Upon completion of ground truthing, investigators deemed only one vessel worthy of
archaeological survey, the remaining vessels were judged too dangerous to dive, or were
previously recorded. Archaeological survey work completed on Vessel 14 during the 24 October
2008 field expedition was concerned with the creation of a site map scaled at 1:36, and
observations of formation processes as they relate to the archaeological record.
Historical Research

Historical research for this project included the collection of archival documents, historic
photographs, and oral interviews. The compilation of data concerning the commercial fishing
operations of Wright’s Creek allows a clearer interpretation of the community’s history, allowing
a better understanding of the processes observed in the archaeological record. Data collection
began with a search of records for previous archaeology conducted in the study area. A
collection of primary and secondary sources aided in the understanding of the history
commercial fishing in North Carolina. This research also assisted in identification of
commercial fishing vessel characteristics, changes in catch technology, and vessel construction
technology. Discovering the history of the Wright’s Creek community required more intense
methods of research, including gathering data concerning land holdings, and tracing deeds both
forward and backward in the record to determine the community’s longevity along the creek’s
shoreline. Oral interviews with local residents played a critical part in contributing to the
documentation of community’s history, and the exploration of graveyard formation along the
region’s shoreline. In several cases, identification of vessel builders and owners occurred
through contact with local informants, as no registration or hull numbers were extant due to the

advanced state of degradation present and the processes of discard and abandonment.
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The North Carolina Underwater Archaeology Branch (UAB) provided information
regarding archaeology previously conducted in the study area. A search of the UAB site files for
previously surveyed Pungo River vessels produced a copy of the 1994 research conducted by
Babits and Kjorness (1995), and the results of remote sensing conducted on Belhaven’s
waterway in 1990 by Mark Wilde-Ramsing. Site files on the Pamlico estuarine system yielded
general information for the Albermarle-Pamlico system. Copies of the site reports produced
from the survey are at the UAB, expanding the collective archaeological knowledge of this area.

Both primary and secondary sources provided the bulk of research sources for Chapter 6.
Primary research for commercial fishing in the United States and North Carolina included R.E.
Earll’s The Fisheries and Fishery Industries of the United States of America (1887), particularly
George Brown Goode’s section North Carolina and its Fisheries: A Geographical Review of the
Fisheries Industries and Fishing Communities for the year 1880. In addition, Fishing in North
Carolina, published by North Carolina’s Department of Conservation and Development, offered
industry data for the early 20" century (Phillips 1927). Harden F. Taylor’s Survey of Marine
Fisheries of North Carolina (1951) provided information for the mid-20" century. The National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS)
and North Carolina Department of Marine Fisheries (NCDMF) publishes economic data
concerning the late-20th century through the current era provided to the public through their
websites. Available data spans the years 1950-2007, and concerns the number of licensed
commercial fishers, weight, and value of catch by landing and species, number of registered
fishing vessels, and the demographics of commercial fishers. In addition to the standard reports
available online, Alan Bianchi and his staff were also very helpful compiling and sending

fisheries data for the Belhaven study area for the years 1994-2007. United States Fisheries
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maintains data for fishery ports in North Carolina for the years 1994-1996. Comparison of data
between the U.S. Fisheries and NCDMF uncovered discrepancies as the U.S. Fisheries reported
lower catch weights and values. Since the majority of the information used for this analysis was
from NCDMF, confidence in their data prevailed, reflected in economic charts included in
chapter 6. Newspaper and journal articles from North Carolina publications added critical
historical information, as well as current opinions on commercial fishing issues as viewed from
the commercial fishing community.

Secondary sources include volumes concerning the cultural and economic history of
commercial fishing in North Carolina. David R. Cecelski’s The Waterman’s Song: Slavery and
Freedom in North Carolina (2001) offers an in depth history of the fishing industry in North
Carolina, with a focus on the slave waterman. John R. Maiolo, Professor Emeritus at East
Carolina University, penned volumes concerning the regulation of the state’s fisheries, and the
history and sociocultural organization of the state’s shrimp fishery (Maiolo 1982, 2004).
Sociocultural, historical, and economic studies conducted by graduate students, various
government entities, and North Carolina Sea Grant recipients completed the secondary source
consultation for North Carolina fisheries (Chestnut 1975; Garrett 1983; Epperly 1984; Sainsbury
1986; Garrity-Blake 1996; Diaby 1999, 2001; Cheuvront 2002, 2005; Bianchi 2003, 2004;
Burgess and Bianchi 2004; NCDMF 2005; Burgess et al. 2007; Crosson 2007, 2009; Garrity-
Blake and Nash 2007).

ECU’s Joyner Library, and the George H. and Laura E. Brown Library in Washington
provided a wealth of information concerning various aspects of commercial fishing,
boatbuilding, and the rural communities of North Carolina. In particular, Joyner Library’s North

Carolina Collection contains information on traditional boatbuilding in Beaufort and surrounding
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counties. The collection also contains historical newspaper accounts concerning local
commercial fishing, as well as periodicals containing articles on local maritime history. The
George H. and Laura E. Brown Library also houses a collection of historic newspaper articles,
but perhaps most interesting is the collection of historic phone books listing the names, property
taxes, and job classifications of individuals in the Beaufort County community.

Aiding in understanding both abandoned vessels and the surrounding community, the
North Carolina State Archives (NCSA) offers a wealth of information both documentary and
photographic. Particularly useful are the historic maps, and the United States Census, which
yielded information on the surrounding community in relation to age, job, and family lineage.
Unfortunately, deeds for Beaufort County for the 18th and 19th centuries are catalogued
incorrectly; however, an interesting collection of original, miscellaneous deeds led to discovering
some early Wright’s Creek documents. Archaeological information concerning previous area
surveys near Wright’s Creek was also obtained at this location, along with topographic maps.
Principally helpful in understanding the settlement patterns of the Wright’s Creek area, the
Beaufort County Courthouse contains immaculate records, including a well-organized section on
deeds, that provided evidence of long-term occupation of the study area dating back before the
Civil War.

In addition to archival documents, the NCSA houses a well-curated collection of North
Carolina photographs featuring commercial fishing and early coastal communities. In particular,
the Herbert Hutchinson Brimley Collection, and the Farrell Collection contain photographs of
North Carolina fishing vessels and methods dating to the late 19™ and early 20™ centuries. Both
the North Carolina Maritime Museum and the Core Sound Waterfowl Museum house archival

photographs of North Carolina commercial fishing, boatbuilding, and the surrounding coastal
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communities, aiding in the identification of abandoned vessels and the understanding of
boatbuilding and commercial fishing. Neither of these collections is catalogued, requiring the
attention of library archivists to view their historic photographs.

Although acquisition of abundant and varied primary sources occurred in relation to this
project, certain difficulties were encountered. Identification of individual vessels was
problematic due to previous registration or vessel number removal during deliberate discard.
Although a few vessels had expired commercial fishing licenses intact, the state expunges
records for these licenses after five years (Babits and Kjorness 1995:55, Alan Bianchi 2008 pers.
comm.). In addition to difficulties encountered in identifying vessels, locating information
pertaining to the history of the Wright’s Creek community proved challenging. Information on
individual fishers and boatwrights in the community is confined primarily to local knowledge
rather than documentary evidence.

A critical component of research for this thesis involves the memory of the commercial
fishers living and conducting operations from the shores of Wright’s Creek. Before collecting
interviews with local commercial fishers, researchers had to complete training on the ethical
treatment of human subjects. Any interaction with human subjects requires the approval of the
University and Medical Center Institutional Review Board (UMCIRB). The goal of the
UMCIRB is to protect the rights and welfare of human subjects participating in research at ECU.
Qualification for UMCIRB approval included the completion of training modules concerning
appropriate treatment of subjects participating in social or behavioral research. In addition to
training modules, Human Behavioral and Social Science Internal Processing Forms were

completed, outlining the project’s research plan and sample questions for the fishers. The
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successful completion of these tasks by researchers resulted in approval of UMCIRB Project No.
09-0427.

Oral interviews of Wright’s Creek residents played a critical role in researching the
abandoned vessels and surrounding community. In many cases, identification of abandoned
vessels would have been impossible without local informants, as removal of all traces of vessel
identity typically occurs before deliberate abandonment or discard. Aside from aiding in
identification of abandoned vessels, oral interviews facilitate an understanding of vernacular
boatbuilding techniques, the evolution of commercial fishing, and the behavioral aspects of
material culture discard in this small community through its intimate association with the
abandoned vessels. In addition to oral interviews, informants generously donated family
photographs, as well as documents pertaining to family genealogy in order to generate a more
complete representation of the inhabitants of Wright’s Creek. Further research included regional
and historical backgrounds, site-specific vessel histories, and graveyard accumulation histories.

Analysis

Analysis for this project involved the merging of historical documentation, oral
interviews, and photographs with archaeological data in order to answer the questions set forth in
Chapter 1. Analysis of spatial data is possible by applying Global Information System (GIS)
software, including that used to post-process the side scan sonar information, designed to
facilitate accurate mapping. Further analysis includes the study of archaeological data to
facilitate understanding of behavioral and formation processes concerning the commercial

fishing graveyard, and its significance to the fishers responsible for its creation and maintenance.
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Side Scan Sonar

Post-processing of the sonar data was completed utilizing Chesapeake Technology Inc.’s
SonarWiz.MAP®, software that allows the user to view and produce a report from the sonar
mosaic (Chesapeake Technology 2009). In addition to generating a report of the anomalies, a
measurement of the anomaly’s Size is possible based on backscatter and sonar shadow
dimensions. This allows the user to perform levels of analysis and interpretation based on the
presence or absence of geometric features, as well as the shape and dimension of submerged
anomalies. Analysis of the report for future ground-truthing concerned identification of possible
submerged or abandoned vessels not visible from the surface. Anomalies identified as old docks,
marine related debris, or log scatters were not included in the ground-truthing process. The
software’s ability to measure anomalies based on shadows aided in identification, ruling out
certain features based on their dimensional characteristics.

Geographic Information Systems

Recording the location of individual sites occurred via Global Positioning System (GPS).
Students utilized Garmin® and Magellan® GPS units with the World Geodetic System 1984
(WGS 84) datum. The mosaicked sonar images were recorded as a geotiff for insertion into the
ESRI ArcView 9® Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software program. Recording
individual sites in this manner allowed the author to download all sites into GIS software
completing an overall site plan for the entire graveyard. GIS are computer-based systems that
permit storage and analysis of spatially referenced data, and allow for the creation of maps
(Mather and Watts 2002:679). ESRI ArcGIS 9® software utilizes a variety of integrated
computer programs that provides a “standards-based platform for spatial analysis, data

management, and mapping” (Ormsby et al. 2004:11; Price 2006:1). This software provides a
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means to enter and organize data relating to individual vessels, displaying the information in a
way that allowed the user to perform varied levels of analysis and interpretation. Processing the
GIS information involved researching appropriate base maps of the Wright’s Creek area, and
creating a spreadsheet of vessel GPS locations or “waypoints.” Base maps consisted of
topographic maps and aerial photographs from National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) and United States Geologic Service (USGS) GIS databases. The
collection of waypoints and base maps were downloaded with hydrographic and elevation
information for the area, creating a geodatabase. A geodatabase is designed for the storage,
query, and manipulation of geographic information and spatial data, also known as a spatial
database. The geodatabase is the common database and storage unit for ArcGIS 9® (Arctur and
Zeiler 2004:4; Price 2006:28).

Analysis of spatial data allows for the determination of a possible chronology for
graveyard creation, individual vessel discard, and the construction of maps to aid in the
understanding of the systemic and archaeological landscape. Correlating the graveyard location
maps with landholder data provides a link to the systemic context, creating a connection between
specific graveyards and individual commercial fishers. Limitations in the accurate mapping of
individual vessels stemmed from the inherent error encountered during recording with GPS
receivers. The accuracy of Wide Area Augmentation Enabled (WAAS) Garmin® and
Magellan® receivers is within 3 m (Garmin Ltd. 2011:1). Vessels within Wright’s Creek were
recorded within this accuracy range.

Data Analysis
The creation of GIS maps and the side scan sonar report and mosaic allowed analysis of the

remaining archaeological and historical data. The combination of archaeological and historical
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data in conjunction with GIS, side scan sonar, and oral interviews provide a base from which to
apply a theoretical framework to answer research questions concerning the Wright’s Creek
Commercial Fishing Graveyard. Generation of the geodatabase facilitated comparative analysis
between archaeological data and primary source materials. Maps created from the geodatabase,
in conjunction with the side scan sonar report and the photographic record, helped create a
timeline of deposition, and further comparison to historical documentation. Spatial analysis of
Wright’s Creek was possible through utilization of GIS generated maps, again providing a means
of correlation with the archaeological record. Further comparative analysis was possible using
archaeological information, oral interviews, and historic photographs provided by local Wright’s
Creek residents.

In addition to comparative analysis, site-specific archaeological analysis provided a
means to record behavioral patterns associated with systemic use, salvage, reuse, and discard.
The patterns recorded disclosed behaviors associated primarily with Wright’s Creek stemming
from local residents intimate and historic relationship with commercial fishing, and the creation
and maintenance of commercial fishing graveyards. This exclusivity provides a means of
analyzing behavioral patterns on a localized level. Further, this study provides the opportunity
for future comparative analysis of similar sites on regional, national, and possibly international
levels. The theories used to analyze the Wright’s Creek Abandoned Vessel Complex could

follow onto different levels stemming from the localized analysis.
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CHAPTER 3: THEORY
Introduction

In order to understand the processes represented in the archaeological record, this thesis
concentrates on examining artifacts in their systemic use context, as well as the archaeological
record (post-deposition). Theories for this thesis come from a variety of middle-range paradigms
stemming from social and archaeological observations concerning behavioral and formation
processes. ldentifying these processes aids in our understanding the use of cultural materials and
their discard as they come under study in the archaeological record. A behavioral approach to
cultural materials emphasizes their use in the systemic context, with an eye to understanding
artifact variability, function, and lifecycle. In this case, the behavioral processes relate to the
uselife and discard of vessels and equipment of Wright’s Creek commercial fishers.

Social theories concerning the preservation of cultural heritage through meaning and
memory also provide a framework for analyzing the graveyard’s significance to its creators and
those responsible for its maintenance (Assman 1995:125-133; Langford 2001; VVan Dyke and
Alcock 2003; Eyerman 2004:159-169; Anderlini et al. 2009). The maritime tradition of
commercial fishing, historically a generational profession, is facing economic peril, and with it,
the decline of other associated maritime trades, such as vernacular boat building. The
commercial fishing graveyard, fragile in its existence, holds clues, and perhaps access to these
fading memories.

Interpreting the relevance and purpose of cultural materials in their systemic context is
possible through study of vessel abandonment. Archaeological signatures of these processes,
including salvage, scuttling, and placement assurance, are frequently visible in the archaeological

record. Identification of these signatures is critical to the theoretical approach of this thesis.
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Abandonment is not simply the discard of useless items, but rather a systematic process that
begins during systemic use. ldentification of deliberate vessel abandonment in the
archaeological record aids in understanding the technological, social, and economic processes
acting on the surrounding commercial fishing community.

Site Formation Theory

Muckelroy (1978: 1-7) recognized ships as a valuable historical and archaeological
resource, documenting three main aspects of a ship involved in the systemic system. The first
aspect recognizes the ship as a machine, constructed for a specific purpose, its formal
characteristics constrained by intended use. The second aspect recognizes the ship as an element
in a military or economic system, providing its basic raison d’étre. The third aspect recognizes
the ship as a closed community, with a particular hierarchy, customs, and conventions.

In addition to Muckelroy’s (1978) work defining the ship as an artifact, he identified
features common to shipwrecks, demonstrating an archaeological link between the wreck
remains and the original vessel. Although generalized knowledge of shipwreck processes is
important for many ships present in the archaeological system, the principles relating to these
processes are different from that of planned, deliberate watercraft abandonment. A shipwreck
necessarily denotes a ship discarded during a catastrophic event, leaving different signatures in
the archaeological record from that found with planned, systematically orchestrated
abandonment (Richards 2008:6-13). For instance, salvage operations on a catastrophic wreck
occur after the event has taken place, whereas salvage of a deliberately discarded vessel’s
elements occurs before it is abandoned (Richards 2008:158). Certain processes found in
catastrophic wrecking, particularly those related to extracting filters and scrambling devices, can

be found within deliberate abandonment sites (Richards 2008:169). Extracting filters are
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processes that lead to loss of material from wreck-site or abandoned vessel, i.e. salvage
operations (Muckelroy 1978:165). Scrambling devices are processes that involve a vessel’s
deposition in the archaeological record and its continued break-up, until the time it becomes one
with the seascape (Muckelroy 1978:169). Keith Muckelroy concentrated his theories of
formation processes on the maritime archaeological context, exploring the impact of non-cultural
transforms on submerged shipwreck sites. He determined that the conditions with the greatest
impacts were those concerned with the nature of the seabed, and the variety of disturbance
factors acting on a site (Muckelroy 1978:163). While useful, vessels in a rural boat graveyard
are not associated with catastrophic wrecking, and many are initially not fully submerged. As
such, their research requires a different theoretical base to account for human influence and
interaction.

Several ideas contributed to the body of archaeological thought concerning site formation
studies, particularly those relating to discard and abandonment. Initial site formation studies
concerning abandonment stemmed from observations of archaeologists working terrestrial sites,
primarily those studies interested in land use strategies (Schiffer 1987; Cameron and Tomka
1993). These studies recognized abandonment not as an event, but rather a process involving
social change. These processes have the power to inform on human behavior and decision-
making before, at the time of, and after abandonment and the resulting patterns seen in the
archaeological record, offering a context for studying social and technological change at varied
scales. Understanding these processes of change contributes to better understandings of social
life (Schiffer 1987; Nelson 1992:52-53; Cameron and Tomka 1993).

Nathan Richards (2008:42) takes the concept of agency further, articulating the

theoretical assumption that watercraft discard is practicality driven in the planning stages. This
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assumption allows for generalized theories of decision-making during abandonment and
recognition of correlating signatures in the archaeological record. This idea is strengthened by
the assumption that watercraft, as artifacts, are expressions of cultural norms definable
ethnically, temporally, and spatially. In addition, vessels are excellent measures of technological
progression, a concept that allows a link with economic and social change (Richards 2008:47-
49).

The archaeological study of a rural commercial fishing graveyard complex provides the
impetus to answer many questions concerning the social, economic, and technological past of the
surrounding community. These questions concern the function of a maritime related graveyard,
its chronology, arrangement, location, and the formation processes acting on the site. Further
questions relate to the graveyard complex’s individual assemblages, and possible commonalities
or differences between them. Questions of meaning, and ties to maritime cultural life-ways can
be explored through the graveyard’s archaeological record and past memories of its associated
artifacts held by the local community.

To interpret the archaeological evidence and cultural links to the surrounding community,
it is necessary to define the perception of the commercial fishing graveyard. The Wright’s Creek
commercial fishing graveyard complex is a collection of discrete sites or assemblages that
display patterns in the discard of material culture and serve a specific purpose for the
surrounding community. In addition, these sites provide a means to discover potential ties to the
community through the memories and meaning of their maritime cultural heritage (Assman
1995:125-133; Langford 2001:5; Van Dyke and Alcock 2003; Smith 2005:19). In other words,

the commercial fishing graveyard can be understood as a cultural phenomenon possessing clues
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to the relationship between the archaeological record, and the maritime life-way of commercial
fishing.

During a vessel’s lifecycle or “uselife,” it is subject to cultural and non-cultural
transformations related to its function. An object participating in a behavioral system is acting in
the systemic context (Schiffer 1987:3-4). Behavioral processes acting on a vessel during its use
in the systemic context have implications for the vessel’s form, function, and longevity. Wooden
fishing vessels constructed for, and often by, the fishers of Wright’s Creek are purpose built for
harvesting catch in the sounds and rivers of North Carolina. The intimate relationship formed
between the fishers and the fishing vessel stems from the technological (economic), social, and
ideological functions it serves. The behavioral processes demonstrated by vessel deposition arise
from the fishing vessel’s function, the maintenance performed with the intention of extending
longevity, conversion to suit new functions, and discard.

Behavioral Processes

Identifying active site formation processes present in a rural boat graveyard environment
is important to further study from a behavioral perspective. ldentifying behavioral processes is a
critical aspect of interpreting an artifact’s role in the systemic system. Understanding the
lifecycle of an artifact allows interpretation of change in the systemic system that created the
artifact. In order to interpret an artifact's use in the systemic system, archaeologists recognize
four overarching dimensions of artifact variability (Schiffer 1987:13). These dimensions include
formal, spatial, and relational characteristics, as well as frequency. Formal characteristics relate
to the observable properties or attributes of an artifact that allows for typology. In relation to
watercraft, these characteristics are tied to its particular construction, a feature constrained by the

vessel's intended use. The spatial dimension concerns the location of the artifact, whereas the
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relational dimension concerns items found in association with the reference artifact. The last
dimension, frequency, concerns the number of artifact occurrences over a given area (Schiffer
1987:7-8).

In addition to studying variability in the characteristics of an artifact, its intended
lifecycle can impart further understanding of systemic and archaeological processes. According
to Rathje and Schiffer (1982:65-67; Schiffer 1992:9-12), an artifact’s lifecycle is composed of
stages, including those representing systemic use through procurement, manufacture, use, and
maintenance. During an artifact’s participation in the systemic context, it performs specific
functions. Artifacts are defined with reference to use in a specific activity or function. These
functions themselves are often further designated as technofunctions, sociofunctions, or
ideofunctions (Rathje and Schiffer 1982:65; Schiffer 1992:9-12).

A technofunction refers to a utilitarian function. Artifacts acting in this capacity served
activities of a practical nature, such as those relating to transport, storage, or alteration of
materials. A sociofunction refers to activities involving transmission of information about social
phenomena between members of a particular group, or between a group and others. Artifacts
acting in a social capacity serve as signs or social symbols (Rathje and Schiffer 1992:66; Schiffer
1992:10). Artifacts serving ideofunctions represent ideas, values, knowledge, and information.
Schiffer (1992:11) defined ideology as, “information transmitted from or attributed to authorities
or powerful entities, and these may be ancestors, gods and spirits, founding fathers, philosophers
and artists, parents and friends, and scholars and bureaucrats” (See also Rathje and Schiffer
1982:65). Abandoned watercraft, viewed as an artifact once participating in a systemic system,

have correlations to functions in all three designations.
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The function an artifact carried during its systemic life often carries implications for its
regard, and future formation processes once the object has served its purpose and reaches the
point of discard. An artifact’s value in a social system is determined by several factors,
including stages in its development cycle, its monetary value, and in some cases the artifact’s
emotional ties to its owner (Schiffer 1992:12). According to Diana Smith (2005:79-80) in her
research of farm graveyards and meaning, a process of personifying vehicles and machines
develops through a bond of regard and affection by the people who own and use them, linking
them to important events, places, and other people in their lives. Regard arises for vehicles and
machines that served a particular owner for a protracted length of time, or have demonstrated
years of service, often perceived as “loyalty”.

In order to better interpret the decision-making processes affecting an artifact as it acted
in a systemic system, knowledge of historical events is essential. In the case of commercial
fishing, events such as war, depression, and the introduction of fisheries regulations frequently
stand as portents of vessel discard. Disposing of or “breaking” a vessel is a difficult and costly
process, requiring an intense level of pre-planning (Richards 2008:23-26). The commercial
fishing graveyard, created through the conscious disposal methods of fishers, often occurs within
the boundary of a nearby waterway. The decision concerning boat graveyard location is an
important part of the discard process, as vessels need to remain buoyant to facilitate
transportation to the abandonment site.

Processes that an object endures during its systemic life, through its transference into the
archaeological record, leave signatures for interpretation. Evidence of behavioral change and
site formation processes relate to the use, modification, and discard of an artifact. For example,

watercraft design and construction characteristics offer insight into its intended use and the
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consumer choices driving its manufacture and eventual discard (Richards 2008:118). These
characteristics can be seen as a by-product of technology, holding a direct influence on the
tendency of a boat’s owner toward purposeful discard. According to Richards (2008:120), a
vessel utilized for its original intended purpose is acting in a primary phase of uselife. Vessels
move through two variations of uselife phases, considered a primary and secondary phase. The
primary phase includes vessels acting in a primary mercantile stage, constructed to fulfill a
specific mercantile or commerce driven function, and primary support stage, referring to custom-
made support vessels constructed for use in a non-commerce capacity. Secondary phase vessels
include those utilized for secondary mercantile and secondary support functions, corresponding
with Schiffer’s “secondary use,” and “lateral cycling.” Secondary mercantile phase is the result
of the vessel owner’s modifications toward using the vessel within a different trade, while
secondary support refers to the vessel owner’s modifications toward service of a vessel in non-
commercial, non-mercantile functions. Other signatures of systemic use can be seen in the
conversion and modification of vessels to extend their working life. These signatures indicate a
conservatory, or reuse process operating on the vessel during its operation in the systemic
system. Conversion often occurs in respect to a vessel’s original intended use, for instance, the
conversion of a pleasure yacht into a fishing vessel, or the change in propulsion from sail to
power.

Formation Processes

Studies of site formation and abandonment processes have a base in the theoretical teachings of
Michael Schiffer (1987) and Nathan Richards (2008). According to Michael Schiffer (1987:303),
identifying formation processes before making behavioral or environmental inferences is crucial.

Formation processes are responsible for the transformation of artifacts in formal, spatial,
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quantitative, and relational dimensions. In addition, these processes can create patterns in the
archaeological record unconnected to past behaviors, exhibiting irregularities that can be
expressed as laws (Schiffer 1987:3-11).

Cultural transformations are responsible for acting on material remains in a variety of
manners. The archaeological context describes objects that passed through a cultural system
into a context in which they only interact with the natural environment (Schiffer 1987:5, 1996:7).
Cultural processes are responsible for all subsequent cultural modifications once an object has
passed into an archaeological context (Schiffer 1987:5; 1996:7; Richards 2008:54). Reclamation
of such objects from the archaeological context back into the systemic context is reuse (Schiffer
1987:28). Objects, once discovered in the archaeological record, abound with signatures of their
use and discard. These signatures, once combined with knowledge of site formation processes,
allow analysis of the deposition processes occurring both in the systemic and archaeological
record, produced by cultural activities (Richards 2008:54).

During deposition, an artifact begins its transference into the archaeological record. The
archaeological record contains deposited articles that are no longer part of ongoing society, as
such they do not appear to modern society in their original form, but rather undergo
transformation from the moment they enter the archaeological record. Schiffer suggests the
presence of formation processes that affect the archaeological record, resulting in a transformed
or distorted view of artifacts as they previously participated in the behavioral context. In order to
rectify distortions, archaeologists must use analytical and inferential tools to discern patterns
created from formation processes (Schiffer 1987:3, 4, 7-10). These distortions to the
archaeological record occur as a series of transformations that change the remains from the time

they participated in the systemic or behavioral context, to the time they are observed in an
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archaeological context. Formed through two sets of archaeological behaviors, these
transformations are c-transforms, or cultural transforms, and n-transforms, or non-cultural
transforms (Schiffer and Rathje 1973; Schiffer 1975). Schiffer (1975:838) describes c-
transforms as the cultural formation process of the archaeological record. In essence, these laws
communicate variables related to behavioral and organizational properties of a community or
socio-cultural system. In addition, the study of these laws imparts knowledge concerning the
archaeological outputs of a particular system from a socio-cultural perspective. Examples of
cultural formation include activities related to the discard, abandonment, and reuse of the vessels
and equipment associated with commercial fishing.

The n-transforms relate to interactions between culturally deposited materials and
variables occurring in the surrounding deposition environment. N-transforms typically include
agents of deterioration present in the artifact's deposition environment. These include chemical,
physical, and biological agents with varying rates and cycles of deterioration (Schiffer
1987:143). Schiffer (1973:838) further explains that taken together, "c-transforms and n-
transforms provide means for modeling the processes by which an archaeological site acquired
specific formal, quantitative, relational, and spatial attributes”. Examples of natural formation
occurring at a commercial fishing graveyard relate to hydrologic processes associated with
partial or complete submersion in a riverine environment, as well as the weather patterns
associated with a coastal environment. Some variants related to hydrology include water pH,
marine organisms present in a brackish environment, and sedimentation. Various processes
related to weather include wind, hurricane, and rain, as well as climactic temperature extremes.

This model for the life cycle of an artifact pertains directly to the study of rural boat

graveyards as it recognizes evolution, or change, throughout the life of the abandoned vessel.
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Associated materials also provide information for the processes occurring both systemically and
archaeologically on the vessels. Site creation is the impetus for future formation processes of the
graveyard site. Commercial fishing vessel and associated equipment discard is the result of
several factors including obsolescence, deterioration, poor design, and depreciation. Additional
influences include economic factors related to the commercial fishing industry, accident or
injury, or death. Each individual vessel is an element of one large artifact, the graveyard,
demonstrating a variety of behavioral decisions observable through the signatures of salvage,
reuse, discard, and abandonment processes.

Reuse is a change in use of an artifact following original use. The cycling of an object
back into the systemic context occurs as an object breaks, wears out, or is no longer useful for its
original utilitarian or symbolic function (Schiffer 1987:28). The four primary types of reuse are
lateral cycling, recycling, secondary use, and conservatory processes (Schiffer 1987:28-30;
Richards 2008:55).

Lateral cycling is change in the user of an artifact, but not in its form or function. This
process is difficult to recognize in the archaeological record, as the artifact does not undergo
significant physical change. Schiffer suggests this type of reuse is common through gift, sale,
and theft (Schiffer 1987:29; Richards 2008:55). Recycling is the return of a used artifact to a
manufacturing process, wherein the artifact undergoes transformation to a point that its use is
completely different. This typically occurs when an object has fulfilled its original use function
and has no further use in its original capacity, such as that seen in salvage situations (Schiffer
1987:29; Richards 2008:55). Secondary use refers to objects that take on new functions without
significant modification to the object’s form or structure. This is common when an object

displays significant use wear, breakage, or maintenance and becomes more appropriate for
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secondary use. Conservatory process occurs when an artifact’s major function changes, with the
intent of permanent preservation in its new role (Schiffer 1987:30; Richards 2008:55). This
process is widely reflected in museums and collections of maritime related cultural materials
found worldwide.

Once discarded, an object begins its transference to the archaeological record. Discard of
an object typically occurs at the point it can no longer perform its function in a systemic system.
An object's transference to the archaeological record may be brought on by several factors,
including technological obsolescence, breakage, and wear beyond the capabilities of casual
maintenance (Schiffer 1987:3-11; Richards 2008:118-144). The processes necessary to transfer
and object into the archaeological record requires several stages, including transportation
(Schiffer 1987:47). The study of discard processes is relevant for spatial analysis, and
contributes to our knowledge of reasons for the location of watercraft abandonment sites
(Richards 2008:56). Archaeologists recognize two types of discard sites as primary and
secondary. Primary discard sites are created in the location of an artifact’s original use, whereas
secondary discard sites occur away from the manufacture and intended use of an artifact
(Schiffer 1987:58).

Processes of discard are linked closely to deliberate abandonment, defined as an act of
abandonment involving premeditation in every sense (Schiffer 1987:89). This differs from
catastrophic abandonment, requiring the desertion of a ship in an effort to preserve life
(Richards 2008:10). Abandonment is a transformation process from one way of utilizing a
landscape to another at the levels of an area, structure, settlement, or entire region (Cameron and
Tomka 1993:55; Nelson 2000:55). According to Richards (2008:57), abandonment processes

are similar to discard behaviors, except that they generally concern the abandonment of entire
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sites. In this context, these watercraft graveyards are comparable to the discontinued use of
entire regions for the purpose of vessel abandonment (Richards 2008:57). The circumstances
surrounding abandonment, such as speed, degree of planning, and anticipated reuse of the
artifact, determine the abandonment processes that occur and condition the entry of cultural
materials into the archaeological record (Cameron and Tomka 1997:4). Processes occurring
during abandonment include behavior such as curation, dismantling, and salvage (Schiffer
1987:89-98; Richards 2008:57-160). The resulting entrance into the archaeological record for
watercraft bears resemblance to Schiffer's (1972:160, 1975:33-34, 1987:89-90) descriptions of
defacto refuse and curate behaviors. Defacto refuse consists of the usable tools and facilities left
behind during the abandonment of an activity area. Curate behaviors include those behaviors
utilized to lengthen the use life of an object, whether by alteration to the artifact, or continued
maintenance (Schiffer 1987:89-90).

Other signatures available in the archaeological record relate to discard processes
involved in the deliberate abandonment of a vessel. Breaking-up a vessel is a costly and time-
consuming affair as vessels are difficult to destroy (Richards 2008:145). The process of vessel
discard must be systematic, and involves actions such as dismantling, scuttling, scrapping, and
salvage. The planning involved must consider the location of abandonment, as well as the
removal of any valuable equipment or component parts, while still allowing it to remain afloat
for transport to the abandonment site. Often, this necessitates two phases of salvage, primary
salvage occurring during initial dismantling, and secondary salvage occurring post-deposition or
after the vessel has reached the abandonment site (Richards 2008:155-162).

Once a vessel reaches the discard site, further signatures of purposeful abandonment may

occur. One guiding tenant of discard requires a vessel poses no hazard to navigation, often
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necessitating a form of placement assurance (Richards 2008:162-163). Placement assurance
strategies vary; forms include driving of a pile through the hull into the seabed, tying the vessel
to a stable structure on land or a nearby dock, or the use of wooden stakes driven near the hull of
a vessel inhibiting its ability to float into a nearby waterway. In some instances, a combination of
placement assurance strategies are employed to ensure the vessel stays in its original
abandonment environment. In addition to placement assurance strategies, some forms of hull
treatment may be visible on abandoned watercraft, such as burning, typically used to recover
valuable metal fastenings (Richards 2008:170).

After a vessel enters the archaeological record, potential reclamation processes and their
resulting signatures play a factor in interpretation. Secondary salvage, tertiary salvage, or
gleaning can occur at this stage, activities that are closely related to availability, demand, and the
possible utility of the material under salvage (Richards 2008:155-162). The intensity of
secondary salvage or gleaning, much like curate behaviors, is a function of a society’s overall
wealth, and access to resources (Cameron and Tomka 1993:4). These sites cannot be defined
simply as abandoned or discarded because they display dynamic qualities through continued
cultural formation processes.

Maritime Culture and Memory

The behavioral and archaeological study of boat and equipment assemblages connected
with commercial fishing increases the knowledge concerning the little known maritime heritage
and lifeways of rural fishing communities. Archaeological principles and theory offer a
framework for connecting the processes that form the physical and non-physical aspects.
Specifically, the physical aspects of the graveyard are the discarded fishing vessels and

associated equipment (artifacts) of the surrounding community. The non-physical aspects of the
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graveyard refer to its meaning within the community that created it, and access to memory
provided by the graveyard, critical factors in preserving the community’s maritime cultural
heritage. In other words, the graveyard may represent a microcosm of the cultural, economic,
and technological changes affecting the commercial fishers of Wright’s Creek, and possibly the
region of North Carolina.

In a similar study concerning rural farm graveyards, meaning, purpose, and ties to social
memory, Diana Smith (2005) explains an understanding of rural discard sites requires
examination of site operation and transformation through ongoing use (formation processes) to
determine if an established set of principles can explain the phenomenon. She further explains
these sites are not simply abandonment or discard sites in the traditional sense of the terms.
Rather, these sites are dynamic systems closely linked to modern farming identity, facilitating
access to the past (Cameron and Tomka 1993:138; Smith 2005:46,). Exploration of these
graveyards through the consideration of site creation, conditions of abandonment, site
maintenance, and acting formation processes informs archaeological analysis and interpretation
(Smith 2005:38). The rural commercial fishing graveyard, a collection of the discarded vessels
and tools of that maritime life-way, discarded on or near commercial fishing property, stands as a
corollary to the rural farm graveyard to which these principles apply.

The fishing graveyard, its patterning in both a material and social sense, and the
meanings invested in it, operates within wider cognitive systems that encompass rural
commercial fishing assemblages. Creation of these assemblages occurs through the placement of
new items, and maintenance occurs through the movement or removal of artifacts. Continued
interaction demonstrates a range of functions tied to discard, abandonment, and reuse,

stimulating a dynamic system, tying the graveyard to the surrounding community as a repository
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of memories, reflecting attitudes towards the maritime past. Much like the rural farm graveyard,
if fishers create and maintain assemblages of discarded cultural material acting as a functioning
site, then meaning and purpose are inevitably conferred (Smith 2005:41-46). Continued
maintenance of the graveyard has implications for its active and fleeting nature, amplifying the
need for study of these ephemeral sites before they suffer destruction through cultural and/or
non-cultural formation processes.

Identification, assessment, and evaluation of the commercial fishers’ perspective are
necessary to understand the graveyard’s meaning and purpose. Overall assessment is possible
through oral interviews with the fishing community surrounding the Wright's Creek Abandoned
Vessel Complex. According to Van Dyke and Alcock (2003:4), there are four categories of
materially accessible media through which, “social memories are commonly constructed and
observed: ritual behaviors, narratives, objects and representations, and places.” In the case of the
Wright’s Creek graveyard, meaning can be discerned through narrative recall and memorabilia
of fishers who participated in creating and maintaining their individual sites.

In evaluating the meaning of the graveyard, the concepts of memory and nostalgia are
critical. The concepts of social memory and cultural memory provides a context for
comprehending how past social environments are remembered. Maurice Halbwachs (1877-
1945) introduced the concept of social memory, defined as:

the means by which information is transmitted among individuals and groups and

from one generation to another. Not necessarily aware that they are doing so,

individuals pass on their behaviors and attitudes to others through various

contexts but especially through emotional and practical ties and in relationships

among generations (Crumley 2002).
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Jan Assman (1995:124) further expanded the concept of social memory, explaining that
individual memory implicates itself in communication with others, these “others” being groups
who conceive of themselves as united through a common image of their past. Cultural memory
has implications for the “concretion of identity,” meaning a group, “bases its consciousness of
unity and specificity upon this knowledge and derives formative and normative impulses from it,
which allows the group to reproduce its identity” (Assman 1995:128). Cultural memory
characteristics hold implications for the conception of identity, and the ability to reconstruct the
past, as well as having implications for the commercial fishing community’s regard for the
graveyard they created. Perhaps even more important for the longevity of these shared memories
is the process of retrieval. According to Pascal and Wertsch (2009:157-163), repeated retrieval
of memories strengthens and maintains shared memories; however, accuracy of these shared
memories can be an issue for researchers. If the concept of social and cultural memory holds,
then the community’s memories could be the impalpable connection between generations of
commercial fishers through the maintenance of their maritime heritage in the physical form of
the commercial fishing graveyard.
Conclusion

The rural commercial fishing graveyard is a fundamental part of the maritime landscape.
It holds clues to the events of the past that shaped not only the maritime industry of commercial
fishing, but also the lives and traditions of countless generations of fishers. This thesis is
concerned with historical archaeology and commercial fishing heritage through consideration of
abandoned fishing vessels and their associated equipment, located on or near commercial fishing
property. Using middle-range paradigms from the fields of maritime and terrestrial focused

archaeology, as well as social theory, a better understanding of the graveyard’s formation, its

48



continued use, and its tie to cultural heritage is possible. These paradigms provide a framework
that allows for the construction of archaeological and systemic analysis from the data collected
through survey, oral interviews, and archival research concerning the commercial fishing

graveyard complex of Wright’s Creek, North Carolina.
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CHAPTER 4: WRIGHT’S CREEK - A COMMERCIAL FISHING COMMUNITY
Introduction

Part of Beaufort County, Belhaven was incorporated on March 7, 1899 (Boyette et al.
1999:8). Although incorporated in 1899, maps and deeds of the area demonstrate occupation as
early as the 18" century. Fishing became one of the town’s major industries, boasting two
oyster-packing houses. The Wright’s Creek area of Belhaven appears as an active community of
small, commercial fishers, housing three prominent seafood factories. The local commercial
fishing industry is comprised mainly of family owned businesses, some with an ancestral history
of vernacular boatbuilding (Foster 2009; Foster Sr. 2009; Wilkinson 2009, Daniels 2010). The
economic and social contribution of commercial fishing on an isolated, rural community such as
Belhaven is palpable. Fish landings and vernacular boatbuilders contributed to the economy and
traditional cultures found in these waterfront communities, providing a necessary infrastructure
for the continued success of commercial fishing. These long held fishing traditions, once a vital
part of North Carolina communities, are fading due to continued hardships faced by the seafood
industry (Garrity Blake 1996: 5-9; Garrity-Blake and Nash 2007:10).

Wright’s Creek and Belhaven — An Early History

Wright’s Creek is part of the larger Pamlico Sound, located near the junction of the
Pungo and Pamlico Rivers. One of the largest estuarine systems of any state on the Atlantic
Coast, Pamlico Sound is 1,800 square miles (Smith 1907:21). Pamlico River is a shallow,
brackish estuary extending approximately forty miles from Washington, North Carolina, to the
western edge of Pamlico Sound, formed by the junction of Pamlico and Pungo rivers (Stanley
and Nixon 1992:270-281). Inlets connect Pamlico Sound to the Atlantic Ocean, allowing a tidal

exchange and access to inland waters. Within this estuary, the land is relatively flat, low, and
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swampy; the majority is less than ten feet above sea level, and some of the eastern portions only

five feet above sea level (Epperly 1984:1) (Figure 8).

FIGURE 8. Map of North and South Carolina 1890 (Mast et al. 1890) (North Carolina State Archives,
MC_150_1890u, Raleigh). Note the Beaufort County study area circled in red.

The location of the Wright’s Creek embayment, a part of the Pungo River system,
currently lies in Beaufort County, North Carolina. Prior to 1852, Hyde County claimed the area,
located near Makelyville, as reflected on a map of North and South Carolina (Figure 9). Hyde
County, established ca. 1728, previously carried the distinction of Wickham Precinct, Bath
County. Bath County was created in 1696; in 1705, the Lords Proprietors divided Bath into three
precincts: Pamptecough, Wickham, and Archdale. These precincts became Beaufort, Hyde, and
Craven counties in 1712 (Reed 1962:22-25). A 1908 North Carolina Geologic and Economic

Survey map depicts Wright’s Creek within the Beaufort County line (Pratt 1908). Current maps
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indicate properties around Wright’s Creek as incorporated into the city of Belhaven. In addition
to changing county lines, the spelling of Belhaven also transformed from its original spelling of

“Bell Haven,” as it was known in 1851.

IE 9. o oh Sut Carlina 1890 (etaiI(Mast t aI18) (North rolma State
férdc.hives, MC_150_1890u, Raleigh). Note “Bell Haven” and Makelyville (Wright’s Creek) circled in
The city of Pamlico Beach is south of Wright’s Creek, while Belhaven is more than thirty
miles away. Research uncovered a strong connection to Bath concerning land ownership, as
deeds provide evidence of area settlement long before Belhaven incorporated in 1899 (North
Carolina Registry of Deeds [NCRD] 1806, 1818, 1839, 1866, 1873:Misc. Deeds 1720, 1750-
1918 C.R.009.401.45, 1898:96.297). Land ownership ties the community to Bath, while
Belhaven provided the infrastructure for the commercial fishing industry. Further change is

reflected in a 1951 topographic map of the area, displaying the name “Tarklin Neck” (USGS

1951) (Figure 10).
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FIGURE 10. Pamlico Beach Quadrangle 1951, map (U.S. Geologic Service, North Carolina State
Archives, Raleigh). Note Wright’s Creek circled in red.
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Belhaven is located on the water at the union of Pantego and Pungo creeks,
approximately ten miles from Pamlico Sound. Accounts credit Sir Walter Raleigh with
exploration of the area as early as 1585 (Reed 1962:2; Boyette et al. 1999:8). As part of Beaufort
County, Belhaven is bordered by Hyde County to the east and the town of Washington
approximately thirty-one miles to the west. The city carried the name Matcha Pungo during the
late nineteenth century, from the Indian term for “river of many fish,” and “Belle Haven™ as
early as 1890 (Boyette et al. 1999:8). After incorporation, the town experienced growth spurred

on by a few industrious individuals (Figure 11).
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FIGURE 11. Waterfront at Belhaven, North-CarE)Iina ca. 19
PhC.42.Bx10.F11, North Carolina State Archives, Raleigh).

One of these early industrialists was John L. Roper, owner of the John L. Roper Lumber

Company (Boyette et al. 1999:8). Roper saw the benefit of the timber resources in the area,
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leading him to purchase a massive expanse of land from the Albemarle Swamp Land Company
(NCRD 1865:63.87). Roper also organized an extension of the Albermarle and Pantego
Railroad, bringing transportation and commerce into Belhaven in the 1890s, spurring further
industrial growth of lumber mills (Boyette et al. 1999:8-9). Although organized in the late
nineteenth century, a 1900 H.C. Brown map of the area depicts the railroad line as “proposed,”
rather than completed (Figure 12). In fact, transportation in Belhaven occurred via watercraft or

a solitary road leading to a ferry across Albemarle Sound toward Virginia.
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.C. Brown 1900) (North
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Aiding Belhaven’s economic and industrial progress was the lumber company’s vice-
president, John A. Wilkinson, and his brother Samuel Wilkinson. The brothers cleared, drained,
and dredged more than twenty-five thousand acres to open additional land to farmers (Charlotte
Daily Observer 1910). In addition, John A. Wilkinson contributed to Belhaven’s economy
through his position as president of the Norfolk and Southern Railroad (Boyette et al. 1999:8-9).
Although the Wilkinsons gained recognition for their community service in the 20" century,
records indicate they were Beaufort County natives, their family having settled in North Creek
prior to 1866 (NCRD 1866:70.231).

Belhaven’s Commercial Fishing Industry

Throughout the late 19" and early 20™ centuries, in addition to lumbering and farming,
fishing became one of Belhaven’s major industries. The rise and fall of the commercial fishing
industry is visible in the example of Belhaven, a rural community that has been a home to
commercial fishers for generations. During the 1890s, businessmen began to see the possibility
of Belhaven as a seafood center, and oyster tax records for Beaufort County reflect payment by
residents as early as 1895 (North Carolina Tax Records [NCTR] 1895-1905:C.R.009.703H). In
1901, the town witnessed its first fish and oyster house, opened by Captain Reuben Williams, a
business that operated for over 36 years. Shortly after Williams opened his business, A. Booth
of Baltimore, Maryland opened a large oyster plant (near 1937 location of Comb's Mill),
shipping oyster products to northern buyers. By 1937, little was left to identify this bustling
plant save for a large pile of oyster shells. Several other oyster plants opened along the Belhaven
waterfront in the early 20" century, including that of Muir and Cox, A.D. Miles, and Makely and

Montgomery (Edwards 1937:31) (Figure 13).
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FIURE 1. Beave yter House, ca. 1910 (Herbert Huchison Brimley Collection,
PhC42.Bx10.F23, North Carolina State Archives, Raleigh).

Belhaven’s burgeoning fishing industry suffered a hard hit in 1913 as a great storm
decimated the town, establishing a one-hundred year flood elevation nearly eight feet above
mean sea level. Near Belhaven, all the houses along the Pungo River washed away, while one-
hundred-mile-an-hour winds pushed Atlantic waters into fifty-foot waves. After the storm,
surveys recorded Pamlico Sound as “strewn with the wreckage of small craft, trees, and dead
animals” (Sharpe 1958:14) (Figure 14). Newspaper accounts describe Belhaven and Aurora as
practically wiped off the map (Charlotte Daily Observer 1913). Although Captain Williams” fish
and oyster house survived this storm, several newer fish packing houses suffered permanent

losses, forcing them to close (Edwards 1955:31).
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FIGURE 14. Boats Reducéd to Rubble Dur
News, Thursday, October 12, 1989.

g19

Although difficult, economic recovery returned to the commercial fishers of the area, and
by the 1920s, Belhaven was crediting seafood as its largest industry, with its grandest firm the
W.G. Ruark Company, a processor of crabs (Figure 15). In 1932, George N. Baker and James H.
Hines, and Joe Daniels all opened seafood plants. In addition to these plants, Captain George
Clark opened a seafood plant that later became one of the city’s most successful, employing
numerous people. Belhaven's commercial fishing future looked bright, even thriving as the
seafood docks bustled with fish packed in ice, and boats lined the docks so that people could
nearly walk across the nearly half-mile wide Pantego Creek by stepping from boat-to-boat

(Edwards 1955:30-32).
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FIGURE 15. Beaufort County Canning Plant, ca. 1930 (Herbert Huchison Brimley
Collection, PhC42.Bx12.F44, North Carolina State Archives, Raleigh).

Clyde Potter followed, founding a packinghouse in the 1930s (Figure 16). Although
beginning his career as a commercial fisher in the 1920s, Clyde found his niche in the packing
industry and soon started Potter Brothers’ Seafood with his brother Harold. In the 1930s, Clyde
moved to another location, establishing Belhaven Fish & Oyster Company. Originally, Clyde
dealt in fish, shrimp, and oysters. During the decline of the oyster harvest, Clyde began packing
shrimp and crab (Jackson 1955:28; Norman 2008:1). Clyde owned a fleet of five trawlers that
plied the Gulf of Mexico during winter, worked their way up the coast in June, and worked
Pamlico Sound during summer season. The Belhaven Fish & Oyster Company employed
approximately 100 people during peak season, with weekly payroll nearing $1,500. The
companies distributed their product primarily to New York and Baltimore markets. Shrimp,
their most economically viable product - packed fresh in 100-pound boxes, sold chiefly to New

York, and Brunswick, Georgia (Jackson 1955:28-29).

59



FIGURE 16. Clyde Potter's Belhaven Fish & Oyster House, ca. 1972 (Carl Wilson Foster Sr. Collection,
Belhaven, NC). The second boat from the right is the Betty J, built by Major Wilson Foster in 1972.

In addition to Clyde, The Blue Channel Corporation and George Clark were considered
leaders in the Belhaven commercial fishing industry. The Blue Channel Corporation of
Beaufort, South Carolina, established one of the largest crab packing facilities in the South at
Belhaven in 1943. Sterling G. Harris, president of the corporation, purchased the operation from
W.G. Ruark. Blue Channel employed approximately 125 people during their peak summer
season, with payroll averaging $4,000 per week, and $10,000 per week spent on crab and
supplies. The corporation used two trucks, driven by North Creek resident George Credle for
crab pickup in the Bath area. In addition, the corporation availed itself of two run-boats in the
Pamlico Beach and Rose Bay area, Miss Lillie and Nancy, captained by Walter O'Neal and Sam
Foster. The corporation shipped its product to forty states, the bulk shipped to New York and
New England markets. During the winter, as the fisheries turned from shrimping and crabbing to

oystering, George Clark virtually monopolized the Belhaven commercial fishing market. Clark's
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Oyster House supplied the majority of the oyster demands during winter seasons for Belhaven
and the surrounding area (Jackson 1955:29-30).

The fishing industry experienced a series of financial highs and lows, contemporaneous
with world economic factors and periods of conflict. Weather continued to play an important
role in the fishing industry of this area, and hurricanes continued to prove a sporadic but
persistent problem. Presently, fishing continues to provide a traditional economic base, along
with farming, and forestry. Fishing, however, is suffering a serious decline. As of 200