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Abstract Fishing communities in many places around the world are facing significant challenges

due to new policies and environmental developments. While it is imperative to ensure sustainability

of natural resources, many policies may overlook the contribution of fisheries to the sociocultural

well-being of coastal communities. Authors address the problem of valuing the sociocultural ben-

efits of fishing by exploring the role of fishing landscapes and traditional working waterfronts in

maintaining sense of place in fishing communities. The paper explores how sense of place con-

tributes to understanding the relationship between fishing and cultural-ecosystem services, drawing

on case studies from four U.S. fishing communities in Brunswick County, North Carolina. Through

semi-structured and in-depth interviews with fishing communities members, resident photography

and sites visits, this paper outlines how fishing contributes to sense of place in terms of place-

attachment and cultural-social memory. By understanding the relationship between fishers’ sense

of place, and the physical environment in fishing communities in Brunswick County, the authors

identify the complexity and interrelated elements that shape the relationship between fishermen

and their cultural landscape. The paper suggests that realizing the value of fishing cultural land-

scape can encourage policies that promote preservation of fishing cultural heritage for the sociocul-

tural benefit of communities.
� 2016 Institution for Marine and Island Cultures, Mokpo National University. Publishing services by

Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/

licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Introduction

With boats, fish houses, ship yards, crafts, traditions and other
elements related to fishing (Barrett, 1992), commercial fisher-
men have not only intervened in the natural environment over

centuries in the coastal areas, but also have established identity
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and place attachment. Place attachments are connections to
certain physical and social settings that provide different types
of social and psychological benefits (Brown et al., 2003). Places

are characterized by the physical setting, as well as the range of
human activities and social processes that are carried out there
(Stedman, 2003).

Fishermen and their material culture are a part of a mar-
itime cultural landscape and traditional working waterfront
(Davise, 2001; Inscoe, 2006). These places assist in understand-

ing the culture of fishermen and the meaning of this heritage in
fishermen’s everyday life (Ford, 2011; Ransley, 2011). How-
ever, due to the changes in the use of resources and land/sea-
use regulations and policies (Hoyle et al., 1988), along with

development and climate change, fishing towns are in decline;
in many places development has taken over and gentrification
has occurred (Jepson et al., 2005; Coperthwaite, 2006). The

result has been the loss of maritime cultural heritage such as
fishing material culture, traditional waterfronts, and maritime
cultural landscape. Based on my research, I suggest that mar-

itime cultural heritage is a public good that, if conserved, can
slow or prevent the loss of social value and well-being associ-
ated with commercial fishing (Duran et al., 2015; Brown,

2004). Wellbeing has several dimensions and attributes such
as job stability and satisfaction, identity, sustainability and
attachment to place (Altman, 1993; (Hausmann et al., 2015;
Garcı́a-Quijano, et al., 2015).

Some studies argue that fisheries policy does not adequately
consider social dimensions of fishing communities (Symes and
Phillipson, 2009; Steelman and Wallace, 2001; Symes, 2005;

Bradshaw et al., 2001; Pollnac et al., 2006; Worm et al.,
2009). Others have highlighted the importance of social and
cultural contexts of fishing (Griffith, 1999; Urquhart et al.,

2014), suggesting that fishing is not just an occupation
(Brookfield et al., 2005; Jacob et al., 2005; Nuttall, 2000;
Garcı́a-Quijano, et al., 2015), but also a highly satisfying

way of life that which defines fishers’ identity. Fishing commu-
nities can be the site for the creation of deep-rooted place
attachments, adding social value to the economic value of fish-
ing (Jentoft, 2000; Marsden and Hines, 2008).

It has been noted that to sustain fishing communities new
perspectives and methods are needed that highlight the wide
range of cultural and social values that are generated by mar-

ine fishing activities (FAO, 2016; Chapin et al., 2012; Colburn
and Jepson. 2012; Kofinas and Chapin, 2009; Johnson et al.,
2014). This study investigates how place attachment is strongly

linked to material cultural and the cultural landscape. There
are three major components of place: the physical form, activ-
ity, and meaning. Place is a space imbued with meanings
(Relph, 1976). This paper reports on the significance of tradi-

tional fishing working waterfronts and their material culture
for the fishermen in preserving sense of community and place
attachment as attribute of social wellbeing in fishing communi-

ties for their sustainability. ‘‘Cultural significance means aes-
thetic, historic, scientific, social or spiritual value for past,
present or future generations. Cultural significance is embodied

in the place itself, its fabric, setting, use, associations, meanings,
records, related places and related objects. Places may have a
range of values for different individuals or groups.” (Australia

ICOMOS, 2000, Article 1.2; ICOMOS – ISCEAH –
ICOMOS Ethical Statement”, 2016).

Considering that heritage is ‘‘that part of the past which we
select in the present for contemporary purposes, be they eco-
nomic, cultural, political, or social” (Graham, 2002: 17), this
research provides an inventory of valuable commercial fishing
cultural heritage in the targeted communities, and investigates

and explores the value and role of this heritage in the fishing
communities place attachment. This Research explores the
proposition that fishermen’s sense of place and attachment to

their community is influenced by the amount and quality of
fishing material culture and built heritage. This study explores
the proposition that there is direct correlation between commu-

nity sense of place and their amount and quality of heritage and
traditional working waterfronts preservation.

The justifications for this research are: (1) although it has
been acknowledged that achieving sustainable fisheries is feasi-

ble through integrating management and policies across biolog-
ical, social and economic dimensions (FCR, 2000; Forst, 2009),
sociocultural values of commercial fishing have mainly been

underappreciated in coastal management (Urquhart et al.,
2014); (2) several fishing communities are in decline or in danger
of becoming extinct due to several natural and anthropogenic

causes, which will result in loss of part of the living history
and authentic heritage; and (3) by extinction of fishing commu-
nities, many related cultural heritage will be abolished and

replaced with new urban development, which results in loss of
part of human cultural heritage (Jacob and Witman, 2006).
Highlighting the values of fishing cultural heritage helps to pro-
mote policies to ensure the continued existence of this tradition

as well its associated cultural heritage (Act of 2005; Act of 2009).
To preserve the long legacy of commercial fishing and sea-

food businesses, several studies regarding tangible and intangi-

ble fishing heritage have been conducted in the US, along the
coast and also in North Carolina (NC Sea Grant, 2007; http://
www.wateraccessus.com/cslist.cfm; Griffith and Mirabilio,

2012). However, no formal studies have previously been con-
ducted to assess the sociocultural role of fishing heritage in fish-
ing communities in southeastern North Carolina. Therefore, in

recognition of the dramatic collapse of fish and commercial fish-
ing in this area, this paper studies the role of communities’ cul-
tural heritage in place attachment of four existing and active
fishing communities in Brunswick County. The communities

of Southport, Varnamtown, Holden Beach and Shallotte have
been observed and compared with each other in order to evalu-
ate their quantity and quality of fishing cultural heritage, and the

role of heritage in preserving sense of place attachment in the
members of these fishing communities. Better understanding
of fishing cultural heritage in southeastern NC will help demon-

strate how the use-values as well as non-use-values of cultural
heritage can benefit people and incorporate in communities’
sense of place as an attribute of wellbeing (Potschin and
Haines-Young, 2012; Milcu et al., 2013). This study will shed

light on cultural heritage as non-market goods (MEA, 2005)
and their significant role in people’s life.

The following section reviews the literature on sense of

place and explores its contribution to understanding fishing
communities.

Background

Fishing heritage and the traditional waterfront

Fishing involves certain human adaptations and behaviors,
which necessitates the development of certain cultural charac-

http://www.wateraccessus.com/cslist.cfm
http://www.wateraccessus.com/cslist.cfm


Table 1 Attributes of fishing cultural heritage values.

Non-

market

benefit

Attributes Sub-attributes

Sense of

place

Place

attachment

Connection with the sea

Connection with the environment

Place

identity

Fishing as a way of life

Contribution of fishing in shaping

community identity

Fishing influences place character

through special materials, tools,

symbols, decoration, buildings, etc.

Place

memory

Memory of the past fishing activities

Memory of the past traditional fishing

places
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teristics (McGoodwin, 2001). These adaptations require
exploiting particular marine ecosystems with whatever tech-
nologies a group of people have access to or can develop at

a particular time (FAO, 2013). These technologies, the use of
the land and sea, and human behavior inevitably create cul-
tural material (Fisheries heritage website; Ome, 2007–8;

Malpas, 2008; Crist, 2004; Robertson et al., 2005).
Although fish are often considered as the primary source of

livelihood, multiple ecologic-socio-cultural-economic compo-

nents of this way of life create value out of such factors as
sense of place (ICSF, 2011; Acott and Urquhart, 2014), iden-
tity, and pride (Felt, 1995; Pollnac, 1988 Brookfield et al.,
2005; Van Ginkel, 2001; Nuttall, 2000; Tango-Lowy and

Robertson, 1999; Claesson et al., 2005). Several studies on fish-
ermen in the coastal areas have demonstrated that tangible and
intangible cultural values associated with fishing are of high

value for fishermen (Van Ginkel, 2001; Nuttall, 2000; Pinder,
2003; Chan et al., 2012; Acott and Urquhart, 2014; Bradley
et al., 2009; EH, 2007). The previous studies showed that there

is major public interest in conserving fishing cultural heritage,
and fishing communities can and do benefit socially and eco-
nomically from their cultural heritage (Claesson et al., 2005).

Sense of place and place attachment

In the field of social science, many studies have been conducted
on how places are socially constructed, the role of place in

identity and how people become attached to place (Low and
Altman, 1992; Relph, 1976; Creswell, 2004; Gieseking, 2014).
Sense of place covers a range of ideas including place attach-

ment, place identity, place dependence and place meanings
(Relph, 1976; Tuan, 1977; Proshansky et al., 1983; Low and
Altman, 1992; Creswell, 2004; Farnum et al., 2005;

Lawrence, 1990; Kaltenborn, 1998). Place attachment is con-
cerned with the emotional attachments that people form with
places (Hernandez et al., 2007). Place identity is associated

with the meanings that people attribute to places through their
experiences, memories and beliefs about a place (Nora, 1984–
1992; Tuan, 1974; Harvey, 1993; Anderson, 2015; Harvey,
1996; Nora, 1984–1992; Halbwachs and Coser, 1992). Place

dependence is associated with how well a place is suited to
the needs or activity of an individual group (Hunziker et al.,
2007). Sense of place attachment depends on the strength of

emotional meanings that groups of people and individuals
associate with a place and a particular setting (Relph, 1976;
Gieseking, 2014; Hummon, 1992; Stedman, 2003). Places are

defined by physical and natural environment, and material
reality (Casakin and Bernardo, 2012; Stedman, 2003) com-
bined with the meanings that people associate with them.
(Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001; Stedman, 2003).

Place attachment is also associated with well-being. Evalu-
ation of the sociocultural significance of these places is a way
to market the vernacular, simulate the authentic, and invent

or preserve heritage and tradition (Harvey, 1993).

Attributes of sense of place for investigating the role of fishing

heritage in communities’ place attachment

Previous studies regarding sense of place (Connerton, 1989;
Shackel, 2006), recommend some attributes in regards to the
values of fishing material culture and cultural entities regard-

ing place attachment, place identity and sociocultural memory.
In the discussion that follows, these attributes are assessed in
relation to the cultural material and physical entities existing
in fishing communities in Brunswick County in order to eval-

uate the non-market values of fishing heritage in these commu-
nities. Table 1 shows these attributes, which have been used in
the present research for shaping the interview questions in

order to evaluate the significance of material culture in the
mentioned fishing communities.

Commercial fishing communities in Eastern North Carolina

For over 200 years, North Carolina’s coast supported a suc-
cessful commercial fishing industry and communities of citi-

zens who relied on the industry for their livelihood (NC
Grant, 2007). Brunswick County, which was formed in 1764,
has a long history of fishing in the ocean, bays, sounds, rivers,
and lakes (Provincial Archives of Brunswick website). It was

named for the colonial port of Brunswick Town (now in ruins).
The European merchants who settled here traded fish, among
other commodities, and participated in other activities related

to fishing, such as ship-building (Lee, 1980; Special staff of
writers, 1919).

Brunswick County still has a large number of fishing com-

munities. Fishing activities are linked to material culture such
as boats, fish houses, ship yards, crafts, as well as rituals, cui-
sine, and traditions related to fishing and seafaring. These
remains are a part of ongoing life tradition and are considered

as cultural resources. However, due to the changes in the use of
resources and land/sea-use regulation and policies, develop-
ment and climate change, many of these sites are endangered.

This suggests that some management of these resources may be
necessary.

Archival and literature review, followed by site observation,

showed that there are still several fishing communities and
towns in Brunswick County, among which four have been
selected here for closer analysis: Varnamtown, Shallotte,

Southport and Holden Beach [Fig. 1].

Case studies

In order to understand the way that fishing cultural heritage
influences fishing communities in North Carolina, a case study
approach was adopted to explore the social wellbeing variables



Fig. 1 The location of the four fishing communities in Brunswick County.
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in a range of different fishing communities with different
amount and state of cultural heritage in the southeastern coun-

ties of NC. Case studies are not meant to be representative of
wider sociocultural phenomena but can instruct us about rela-
tionships among cultural heritage and specific human behav-

iors, perceptions, and activities. They are not, that is,
surveys, censuses, or other types of inquiry that strive to rep-
resent larger populations, but trade quantitative representa-

tiveness for qualitative depth.
In the four areas, after site observation and based on their

different socioeconomic conditions, four fishing, shrimping,

and oystering communities were selected. Varnamtown has
been chosen as the most vivid and active community and
due to its reputation for fishing. However, a decline in com-
mercial fishing can be noticed in the area. Holden beach also

was chosen due to the fact that there is an ongoing fishing
community and the community is trying to preserve commer-
cial fishing. Southport was chosen due to its importance as a

former fishing community which is now more of a tourist des-
tination with remnants of commercial fishing remaining
around its single fish house. Shallotte was chosen because it

was known as a fishing community with two fish houses still
active, but in decline.

Methodology

The study benefited from interviews with fishermen in different
communities with different levels of fishing cultural heritage

presence and preservation. The interviews included open-
ended and closed questions. Open-ended questions are those
questions that solicit additional information from the inquirer.
By definition, they are broad and require more than one or two

word responses, or a series of choices. Close questions are
those that can be answered by either ‘‘yes” or ‘‘no”, a number
on a scale, or some other simple response. The units of analy-
ses are the fishing communities. The responses were analyzed
with qualitative and quantitative methods.

To gain an understanding of the contribution of fishing to
sense of place, an inventory was made regarding the physical
characteristics and activities associated with fishing that con-

tributed to a sense of place. Elements such as commercial fish-
ing boats in the harbor, building type, presence of fishing gear
and facilities in each community were recorded. The cultural

values of these elements were assessed based on the criteria
mentioned in National Registered Criteria (‘‘How to Request
and Submit a Study List Application”, 2016). In addition,

according to North Carolina Division of Cultural Resources,
individual buildings, sites, areas or objects which are studied
by the Preservation Commission and judged to have historical,
architectural, archaeological, or cultural value, and that the

community believes the property deserves recognition and pro-
tection can be designated as Local District or Local Land-
mark, depending on their cultural, historical, architectural

and archaeological values (‘‘A Comparison of the National
Register with Local Historic Designations”, 2016). This infor-
mation was used, together with the data collected from the

interviews, to explore the significance of fishing material cul-
tural and built heritage in place attachment, place identity
and place memory in shaping sense of place among fishermen.

In the design of interview questions the attributes of sense

of place from Table 1 were used to inquire if and how different
fishing material cultures and build heritage contribute to dif-
ferent sub-attributes of place attachment, place identity and

place memory. In addition the questions were designed to
direct the interviewees to talk about their level of satisfaction
with their job, their interest in keeping fishing as their main

occupation, and the future generation’s occupation choices.
Previous studies showed that one constraint on the survival
of fishing communities is the reluctance of the new generation

to pursue fishing as their main occupation (Piriz, 2000). The
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answers to these questions helped further to analyze the corre-
lation between the amount and state of existing material cul-
ture and the state of fishing in these communities. Since

fishing as a traditional activity helps shape fishing heritage
and the cultural landscape, in addition to livelihood (Nuttall,
2000), the interviewees were asked to state what types of mate-

rial culture or/and heritage sites and buildings are important to
them as items that depict fishing communities and sense of
place, fishing activities and fishing characteristics, and fisher-

men’s memories. These statements were gathered through a
combination of in-depth interview and photo elicitation. By
applying content analysis, these data were analyzed to identify
the items of cultural heritage significance for the fishing com-

munities. In addition, the values associated to the cultural her-
itage items were categorized based on different heritage values
for the fishing communities’ members. Also, the correlation

between the quantity of fishing heritage site and fishermen will-
ingness to stay in their present location regardless of their
occupation was investigated.

For the purpose of assessing place attachment and place
memory in the member of local communities, I handed out
cameras to residents to take photographs of places they

deemed important to their sense of identity and place, a
method known widely as ‘resident-employed photography’
(Stedman et al., 2004)or ‘photovoice’ (Wang and Burris,
1997). To interpret the photographs, in-depth interviews are

critical because they allow both researchers and participants
to ‘‘better elucidate the content of the photo and the degree
to which it represents sociocultural and ecological phenomena,

and how these combine in potentially unique ways” (Stedman
et al., 2004, p. 586). Visual approaches to data collection are
beginning to gain traction in both tourism (Kerstetter and

Bricker, 2009) and outdoor recreation context (Dorwart
et al., 2010). The photos and interview text are analyzed using
a process known as categorical aggregation, a series of tech-

niques using labels, codes, and categories to organize qualita-
tive data (Dewalt and Dewalt, 2002; Henderson, 1991;
Mascarenhas and Scarce, 2004; Spradley, 1980).

The first step of analysis is to determine places of impor-

tance. The second step is to determine the meanings and expe-
riences behind each of these place categories, using interviews
as descriptive guides. Important meanings and experiences

from photos and interviews should be indicated by the photog-
rapher. This method of inquiry allows participants to identify
places that hold values and meaning for them and to explain

that meaning in present fishermen life rather than responding
to researcher’s prompts about place (Amsden et al., 2010).

A spatial analysis also was conducted in order to identify
variables that can define the level of importance of fish houses

based on their location, function, and access. Some results
from interviews, in addition to direct observation of these loca-
tions were applied for this analysis.

The preliminary locations of the fishing harbors and fish
houses were selected based on the literature and existing data
from North Carolina Sea Grant reports (Jepson et al., 2005).

The key informants were selected based on pre-studies and
knowledge about the locations of the fish houses and fishing har-
bors. First each known fish house was visited in the case study

areas. The fish house owners were interviewed. The rest of sam-
pling was done using the snowball method, where participants
recommended other potential informants (Babbie, 2010).
Results

Results from interviews

Forty three available members of fishing communities in four
areas including Varnamtown, Shallotte, Holden Beach and

Southport participated in the interview. They are engaged in
seafood sales, boat repair and construction, fishing (fishing,
oystering and shrimping), processing and packing, and a net

shop. Except for a few, most of them have always been
engaged in the fishing business since they were very young,
as part of a family business. Many of them have finished high
school and a few have had some college.

There are three active fish houses in Varnamtown, two in
Shallotte (one specifically is an oyster house), only one fish/
ice house in Southport, and three fish houses and one seafood

market in Holden beach. Varnamtown also has a few places
where people sell seafood directly from their homes. This is
an evidence of the population’s attachment to marine

resources. The fish houses in Varnamtown, Shallotte and Hol-
den beach have market places adjacent to them which are in
regular contact with public, and some of them also send out
of state. But the fish house in Southport is a wholesale fish

house that buys from local fishermen who land at its dock
and sells both locally and nationally. Some seafood markets
in Holden Beach and Oak Island buy from the fish house in

Southport too. Other buildings around the current fish house
in Southport were originally fish houses, but they have been
transformed into seafood restaurants. Surprisingly, these

restaurants do not get their seafood from the local fish house.
In Varnamtown and Shallotte, their main catch is shrimp

and oyster, while in Southport and Holden Beach different

types of fish in addition to shrimp and oyster are caught. They
usually work with two to five crew on a boat. Some work with
family members, and some not.

Fishermen are quite satisfied with fishing and some in

Southport claim that during last year (since 2014) there have
been more fish, and one should know where to fish. They
describe fishing a hard and risky work with long hours at sea

and far from family. However, they like it and enjoy doing
it, because of excitement, anticipation and surprise; being out
on the ocean and the connection with water; and indepen-

dence. Some have no other skills to do other jobs.
Some fishermen mentioned that they changed their gears

and/or adapted their boats for new fishing conditions, or
switched to catch other types of fish due to the changes in reg-

ulations, and seasonal and natural factors. Some sell their
catch locally at a certain fish house, but some go further from

Pamlico Sound to the Gulf of Mexico. One person from Shal-

lotte, who is very successful in his business, stated that he has
always looked at the market and condition and tried to change
and adapt to the situation.

They consider fishing as their way of life, continuos family
vocation and a tradition that should be preserved. For most of
them it is important to continue fishing as their main occupa-

tion. All people who were interviewed in Varnamtown stated
that it is a strong fishing community where everybody in it is
connected to fishing in one way or another. This fact, about
Varnamtown, has also been confirmed by fishermen from

other locations as well. The majority of interviews from Shal-
lotte said that the fishing community is not as strong as it was
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before and it is a vanishing community. In Southport, fisher-
men have a great sense of attachment toward Southport. For
many, the old waterfront is a highly valued memory. For

example Kenneth Fex says:

‘‘This place holds the tradition. The whole waterfront: the
maritime museum, the Old American Fish Company, the
name of Frying Pan, the tower in the sea, all show history

and I have memories from my childhood and youth here.”

Another interviewee (Trey X) says:

‘‘The waterfront here holds memories of fishermen and their
families. The dock here reminds me of my youth and my
memories of that time.”

In Varnamtown they stated that although outsiders might
not completely understand the hardship of commercial fishing,

they interact with the wider community on a regular basis and
they believe that they usually receive the respect and attention
that they deserve. In Shallotte, they believe that they are con-

nected with the wider community who are not in fishing, but
outsiders do not have a complete understanding of their job
and its hardships. In Southport fishermen are not socializing

with the newcomers to the area. In Holden Beach fishermen
have a good relationship with outsiders and consider them
important for their business.

In Varnamtown, the Oyster Festival is a social activity held

every year. This activity brings many different people together,
which is a good opportunity to learn about marine resources,
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with fishing should be preserved as historical landmarks or

areas, and become part museums, even if the fishing stops
completely. This is important because these waterfronts show
parts of the history of this area and its people1.

In Shallotte, members of fishing community had different
views about the character of the area. Some stated that fishing
played a great role in shaping the character of the area before,

but now is gone. On the contrary, the fishermen around the
oyster house believe that the character still exists and can be
seen in fish houses, docks, boats, and the net shop. As in Var-
numtown, they believe that if fishing stops, people would leave

and development would take over. One reason that they con-
sider caused decline in fishing in Shallotte is that the river in
Shallot is no longerdeep enough for the bigger boats to get

to the two fish houses there. Some of the fishermen stated that
even the inlet is not suitable to pass through.

In Holden Beach, fishermen’s memories of traditional fish-

ing related mostly to Southport. For them Southport has been
the representation of a perfect fishing town. In addition to
Southport, Old Ferry Fish House and the Holden Beach

waterfront also convey strong memories related to commercial
fishing.

Most people prefer to keep fishing as their primary occupa-
tion, even though some combine it with other work and some

stated that they are not willing to switch to other jobs, even if
1 Historic preservation is usually the task of Federal or State

Government. Here fishermen statements were general. The aim was to

see if they see any historical and cultural values in these places that

justify preservation policies for future.
they found it more profitable. But mainly they see no future in

fishing and there are different points of view in encouraging
younger generation to get into fishing. Those who encourage
future generation to be engaged in commercial fishing, see

the profession not as the primary way of livelihood. They
would like to see that the legacy of commercial fishing will
be transferred to future generation, but they feel that it will

not be enough to make a living.
Some think that tourism can bring some benefit to them,

and are willing to consider the options of getting involved in
tourism. Some are willing to explain their work to visitors,

some stated that they can arrange for short trips, showing vis-
itors how commercial fishing is done. But several fishermen
were against the idea of getting involved in tourism and they

see tourists as disruption to their work.
The results of interviews are summarized in the following

charts. Figs. 2–6 show the items of fishing character, fishing

memory, items representing sense of place, significance of fish-
ing for the communities, and existing sense of community
among the members of fishing communities. In general, the

interviewees stated that fish houses and fishing maritime land-
scape including boats and docks are the most significant
aspects of build environment for them. Enjoyment was stated
as one of the main reasons that the fishermen continue fishing.

Fig. 7 demonstrate how many of older members of fishing
communities encourage new generation to engage in commer-
cial fishing as their main occupation for future. It is noticeable

that in different communities, the level of encouragement var-
ies. In Varnamtown and Holden Beach majority of intervie-
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Fig. 4 Items of memory. Most interviewees stated that fish houses are the item of memory. They have stated that they have their

memories of childhood and youth as well as at fish houses around Shallotte. In addition, docks and boats are also of high level of

reminiscence for them. Several interviewees mentioned that they have memories of the time that there were many fish houses along the

water and boats were going and coming, however, they do not exist anymore.
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wees indicated that they would encourage the new generation

to pick fishing as their main career or side-career, but in South-
port and Shallotte it was the opposite.

Results from photo elicitation

The photo elicitation combined with in-depth interviews about
the pictures that they have taken showed strong concordance
with the results from the first set of interviews. Conducting
photo elicitation among members of fishing communities high-

lighted three main items that are of significance for this fishing
community: fish houses, boats, docks and maritime landscape.
Members of fishing communities, also, highlighted significance

and values that they associate with commercial fishing [Figs. 8
and 9].

According to the photo elicitation, boats, either fishermen’s

own boats or fishing boats in general have one the highest level
of significance for fishing communities. They are associated the
boat with fishing traditions, memories and their identity, with

their livelihood and daily activities and life. For example for
Alex, a fisherman from Beacon Fish House, boats are impor-
tant and he states that:

‘‘I would take a picture of the wooden boats that come in full
of shrimp. That shows the whole industry. They are reminder
of the old fishing and shrimping that fading away, they are

showing the work and tradition.” [Pic 01]
However, boats are moveable objects. Among the fixed

(immoveable) items that shape the maritime landscape, fish
houses are the most mentioned items of cultural heritage val-
ues. Based on photo elicitation, fish houses are in the highest
level of importance for fishing communities. According to

the interviews fish houses are the most significant elements of
memory, sense of place and fishing character in fishing com-
munities. They consider fish houses as buildings that represent

fishing and seafood industry. Fish houses represent a place
where they work, sell seafood, and sometimes it represents a
place where their life have shaped around it with their families

and friends working in them.
One of the fishermen in Varnamtown states that:

‘‘I took a picture of fish houses, because I work here. Any of
them is history. All of them are the same to me. All we have
the same occupation. It shows hard work and a lot of fun,

talking while working, telling a lot of lies.”

Jay Robinson, the owner of Beacon Seafood states:

‘‘I took a picture of my building [Beacon Fish House]. It is

the only thing that has not been changed in my life. I spend
90% of my time here. I am very satisfied with my life and
career.” [Pic. 02]

Mr. Garland and his wife Jackie, who own the Garland
Seafood took a picture in front of their own fish house. He

states that:
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Fig. 5 Significance of fishing for the fishing communities. Most people associated the significance of fishing with enjoyment. Although,

several mentioned that as a family business they started and are continuing it and it is their livelihood as well, enjoyment was the most

mentioned factor of continuing fishing.
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Fig. 6 Sense of community. This graph shows the percentages of interviewees who agreed or disagreed about the existing of sense of

communities in their area.
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Fig. 7 Encouraging future generation. Although most people who were interviewed showed content about commercial fishing, the

majority would not encourage the new generation to continue commercial fishing as their primary occupation. However, many still

encourage new entrants too.
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‘‘I would take a picture of my wife and me at our fish house,

because we have worked here all our life together. It is full of
memory.” [Pic. 03]

Those who took photos from the whole landscape, men-
tioned several reason for that, stating the aesthetic values of
the fishing landscape, as well as the importance of document-

ing a part of history and a traditional activity that is fading
away.

Ronald Galloway from Beacon Seafood states that he

would take an aerial picture of the area around Varnamtown
fishing docks:

‘‘I would take an aerial photo of all the area around here. You
could see the general area, you could look what are happen-
ing, and you could see everything.”

He also took a picture of the dock and boats tied up at the

fishing house dock and stated:

‘‘They are interesting, to show people where we work, what

we do. In future they will see where we were one day. Keep
it for keep sake. Everything has been changed and all will
be changed in 50 years. It will remind to what it was before.”

[Pic. 04]

One site that is particular to Varnamtown is the boat rail.
Although this site is the only of its kind in this area, it was
not considered as an element of significance, memory or fishing
character in the interviews. However, only one person men-
tioned it in the photo elicitation and took one photo of the site
and stated:

‘‘The boat rail is where the boats pull out. It is the only one
from Florida to Wancheese. There used to be 15 of them, but
now only this one.” [Pic. 05]

In Shallotte, there has been a focus on river as an element
of significance for fishing which shows the connection that fish-
ermen feel with the water and natural environment. Fishermen
see the docks as an element of significance which shows the

fishing activities such as docking, loading and unloading fish.
Mitchel Smith, a fisherman from Shallotte, took a picture

of Larry Holden’s seafood and states that:

‘‘This is Larry Holden’s Seafood. This building is important,

because it has been there so long and that’s one of the only
things left.”

Another photo from the same building has been taken by
Gordon Winfree who states:

‘‘Larry Holden’s seafood reminds me of old ways of fishing.
He has shrimp boats.” [Pic. 06]

People who suggested the river, and took a picture of the
river and the natural environment, were more concerned about

the way that the original state of the river has changed and
emphasized the negative human impact on the quality of the
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Fig. 8 Elements of significance. Base on the results from photo elicitation, fish houses and boats are the main elements that interviewees

consider significant for their fishing communities. Based on different elements existing in other areas some people mentioned different

items. e.g. picnic area and boat rail in Varnamtown and net shop in Shallotte. It is interesting to see that people in Shallotte mentioned

river as an element of significance and this is due to the fact that their connection to the sea depends on this river.
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river. One person also remembered the good old times from
the river and the natural environment, when he and his wife
sailed on the river.

The unique place in Shallotte is a net-shop. It was men-
tioned in the interviews and also showed up in the photo elic-
itation study. For instance, Stanton Smith took a picture of a

part of the net-shop building with nets hanging out. He asso-
ciated the net with the feeling of fishing and water, and states:

‘‘Gordon’s net shop is important, because of what they do.

They hang nets and it gives the feeling of fishing and water.”
[Pic. 07]

Tatum fish house was mentioned as the sole place in South-
port that fishermen can sell their fish and mostly people took

picture of that particular fish house [Pic. 08]. This building car-
ries values for many of them since this fish house is the last
standing and active fish house in Southport. They consider this

building representing fishing character and sense of place in
Southport at the moment. For example, Alex Tatum took a
picture of the fish house and says:

‘‘Tatum fish house is our landmark in Southport as the last
working fish house.”
John Porter states the reason of taking picture of Tatum
fish house as:

‘‘Because I sell here, and it is the only one left here.”

Some also took pictures from the buildings that had before
been a fish house, and now are restaurants. For example the
Old American fish Company, which is a restaurant now, is

considered of great value. The building is the oldest fish house
in Southport and listed as historical property.

Other elements that are of significance for fishing commu-

nity at Southport as part of their heritage, are the dock and
boats, which are almost in the same level of value for the
community.

For them boat is what takes them to the sea and is a vessel
which helps them catch food. For example, Chris took a pic-
ture of a boat and says:

‘‘Boat, any boat that I go fishing with. It is a vessel to catch

fish with.”

Donald Lowe took a picture of his own boat and states:

‘‘Because it is mine and I fish with it.” [Pic. 09]

Trey took a picture of the fishing dock and states:
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Fig. 9 Significance of fishing based on photo elicitation. In addition to the general significance of activity, work and sense of ownership,

people feel the value of history, memory, identity, sense of place and sense of community related to fishing.
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‘‘The dock here at Southport reminds me of my youth and

memories of then. And the time that it was a fishing town.”
[Pic. 10]

Their pictures of the boats mostly have a prominent view of
the docks, especially the dock at Tatum fish house, as well.

For Southport fishermen, the significance of fishing her-
itage and the physical remains from traditional fishing are
mainly due to the fact that these remains show the fishing
activities and their work which is the source of their livelihood.

Although, they do not consider Tatum fish house as a histor-
ical building since it is a new building, they state that it is of
traditional significance because it is the only building that

shows the ongoing tradition of fishing and they associate it
with old fishing town of Southport and a building that shows
the sense of place. The members of Southport fishing commu-

nity have a strong sense of memory from the past fishing town
of Southport.

Many people interviewed took photos of seafood and fish

being landed times and interviewees stated that the friendly
competition of catching the most and biggest fish has always
been a part of tradition in Southport.
The result of photo elicitation from Holden Beach fishing
community shows that the elements of fishing heritage that

are of the greatest significance for the community in addition
to fish houses and boats are maritime landscapes. Although,
the observation from Holden Beach reveals a unique fishing

community there, most interviewees referred to Varnamtown
and Southport and their different buildings as examples of a
fishing town and fishing heritage. For example, Frying Pan

Tower and Old American Fish Company from Southport were
mentioned a few times and they took pictures of these build-
ings. However, more specifically, in Holden beach, the mar-
itime landscape around Old ferry Seafood was mentioned

several times. Anna, one of the owners of Old ferry Seafood,
took a photo from the other side of the river towards their fish
house and the boats and states:

‘‘The dock and boats here is what everybody takes picture of
it. It shows our work. From the other side of the river” [Pic.

11]

One specific site at Holden Beach is an abandoned fish
house and a partially submerged boat in front of it. Travis
Elliot took a picture of this site and states:



Fig. 10 Varnamtown commercial fishing area.
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‘‘The old fish house and the boat show the history and the
career that is vanishing. It is the memory of people who lived
here and worked here as fishermen.”

In addition to the common significance of activity, work
and ownership, people feel the value of history, Identity, sense

of place and sense of community. They express these feeling
through mentioning that their whole life has been shaped
around these buildings and their activities, and they are con-

nected to these places through their memories, activities, build-
ings and boats, and families.

They expressed these feeling through their pictures and

their explanations on those pictures. For example, Anna from
Old Ferry Seafood took a picture of their fish house and states:

‘‘This building is important to me, because I grew up here and

I have so many memories here. I lived here with my husband
when we married. I love it here.” [Pic. 12]

Travis Elliot expresses the sense of place and the signifi-
cance of fishing tradition by taking a picture of the Capt. Pete

fish house, where he worked all his life. He states:

‘‘It is the place of fishermen to come. It has been all my life.
These buildings are a part of traditional waterfront.”

The in-depth interviews that were conducted after acquiring
the photos in these communities highlight fishing heritage and
material culture as a way manifestation of the significance of

fishing traditions and fishermen’s ways of life to the public.
Memory and history are also factors that according to fisher-
men are part of the significance of the fishing heritage. Sense

of attachment and ownership are other factors that made sev-
eral fishing heritage of value to their owners and they stated
the interest in preserving those heritage elements, because they

own them [Fig. 10].

Spatial analysis

Boats moves, fish houses don’t! The dependency of fishing

sense of place to fish houses. . .

The results of interviews and photo elicitation from all
these four communities show that the most significant building
associated with fishing are the fish houses. Fish houses are the

linkage between sea and land (Griffith, 1999). Although there
is a mutual dependency between fishermen and fish house own-
ers (North Carolina Rural Economic Development Center,
2013), the fish houses have a more dominant role in the shore-

line as provider of ice, fuel, storage, packaging and general
merchandise. They are the core point of business between
the fishermen as provider of fish and buyers (either individual

or whole sale.) Yet fish houses are different from each other. A
spatial analysis, considering different factors about the fish
houses in Brunswick County revealed some major differences

among them.
Varnamtown has three fish houses still operating, with fish

markets adjacent to them, in addition to a boat rail (the only



Fig. 11 Shallotte commercial fishing area. Shallotte fishing community: Two operational fish houses, one local seafood restaurant, one

boatyard, and a net shop.
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boat rail in southeastern North Carolina). Furthermore, there
is one fish house that has closed, but the building and its dock

are still in place. The area around Varnamtown fishing com-
munity has not yet been gentrified with new development.
Most residents are local people, engaged in fishing related busi-

nesses, if not fishing then other services, such as boat repair,
providing fuel for fishing boats, packing seafood, and making
nets and TEDs for shrimpers. The area is in closer to the inlet

and to the ocean, and therefore, more and bigger fishing boats
can reach these fish houses. These fish houses are very close to
each other and have a good connection with each other
[Fig. 10]. Additionally, they enjoy a well-managed distribution

of seafood, including imported and locally caught shrimp, not
only through wholesale, but also through direct contact with
individual customers. Fishermen and fish house owners have

a common social-cultural memory from the past and value
their fishing tradition.

Shallotte is the furthest south commercial fishing commu-

nity in Brunswick County before Calabash. This area also is
the closest of the four communities to the Gordon Net Shop.
Although there are several other locations such as S&S Marine
that sell nets and provide services for net repair, Gordon net

Shop is the only shop in the area whose only activity is net
making and repair. The two fish houses in Shallotte are very
different in their way of operating and success. The northern

one (Holden Seafood and its adjacent seafood market) is to
some extent isolated. The area is dominated by new urban
development. According to the fishermen, big boats cannot
get there anymore, due to the fact that the channel is not being
dredged and is not deep enough anymore, and therefore the

business have gone down. However, two kilometers down
along the same channel, the Lloyd’s Oyster House is operating
well [Fig. 11]. The houses around this oyster house are mostly

local residents and fewer outsiders live in the surrounded area.
Still large untouched natural landscape exists close to this fish
house. In addition, the fish house is near a local seafood

restaurant and a boat yard. In fact, the fish for the restaurant
is partly provided by Lloyd’s. The concentrations of the activ-
ities of the oyster house, boat yard and the restaurant, in addi-
tion to more local people living in this area and involved in

fishing related activities, have provided a stronger sense of
place and maritime landscape in this area than in the area
around Holden’s Seafood. Lloyd’s Oyster House has a good

networking between the suppliers (fishermen) and the buyers.
The good contact between fishermen and the oyster house,
and the distribution of the fish/oyster to the local restaurants,

as well as its vicinity to other fishing related activities are the
strong points of Lloyd’s Oyster House. On the contrary,
although Holden Seafood has a market as a point of connec-
tion with public, its location and lack of networking among

fishermen, and difficulties of navigation of big boats in the
river, along with growing urban development, have caused
its isolation, and reduced its strong sense of place regarding

the physical aspects of maritime cultural landscape.
The one operating fish house in Southport is located in the

middle of (seafood) restaurants in the touristy part of the town



Fig. 12 Southport Waterfront and the location of the fish houses and fishing dock.

The role of fishing material culture in communities’ sense of place as an added-value in management of coastal areas 109
and all around it is urban development. The port is a marina
with recreational boats and recreational fishing [Fig. 12].

Although it seems integrated in the town, the fish house is
essentially a sanctuary for fishermen. This fish house has only
wholesale seafood and conducts no trade with the public,

including not providing seafood to neighboring restaurants.
However, fishermen have a good network here; they gather
here and exchange stories. They are open to outsiders coming

to visit and share their stories. There is only one other fish
house with a shrimp boat anchored in front of it. However,
the building was closed during the one week of our research

in Southport, and apparently is not operating on a regular
basis.

Fish markets, fish houses and docks can be seen in several
locations along the shoreline of Intercostal Waterway in the

Holden Beach area which provides a sense of active commer-
cial fishing [Fig. 13]. Several shrimp boats were observed dur-
ing the field work. There are three fish houses in Holden Beach

and located about a kilometer from each other along the
northern shoreline of the Intracoastal Waterway. They have
a strong connection with the public through the fish markets

adjacent to them. The owners remember the past fondly. There
are a couple of boat yards and docks close by and a famous
fish market on the other side of the waterway. They have
established a good connection to public through sharing his-

toric pictures, selling shells from the fishing trips, and sharing
stories. Fishermen have a good network and most of them are
connected to each other. The area around these fish houses are
mostly wetlands and marshes. Therefore, less urban develop-

ment can be seen.
According to the spatial analysis above, some variables can

be extracted to assess the state of fish house operation and the

maritime landscape around them. These variable are summa-
rized in the following table [Table 2] in relation to each fish
house/or groups of fish houses.

Based on the interviews that were conducted with members
of fishing communities and empirical studies of the activities at
fish houses, the table shows an interpretive evaluation of the

state of each fish house as well as the total sum in each com-
munity. The extracted variables includes social values such
as being center of gathering; distribution point; fishers’ connec-
tion; connection between fish houses and public; and among

fishermen; and repositories of memories. An ordinal level of
measurement was used in the interview questions to measure
the level of existence of different variables in relation to each

fish house. The values are non-existent (0), weak (1), moderate
(2) and strong (3). In the interviews designed for this research,
the members of fishing communities were asked to grade each

of these variables for different fish houses in the area. The
higher the grade is, the more values are associated with that
particular fish houses. The last Column shows an overall value
of each community according to their fish houses. Existence of

other activities, such as boatyard, restaurants, and seafood
markets, in the nearby area is an added value in shaping a
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Fig. 14 Preservation of items representing fishing. Majority of interviewees, in general, believe that fishing heritage or at least some

aspects of it should be preserved in Brunswick County.

Fig. 13 Holden Beach Commercial Fishing Area. Including docks, fish houses, and seafood market.
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Pic. 01 High Rider. One of the oldest shrimper in Brunswick

County.

Pic. 02 Beacon Seafood. A fish house and seafood market.

Pic. 03 Mr. and Mrs. Garland in front of their fish houses:

Garland Seafood.

Pic. 04 Shrimp boat at the dock at Beacon Seafood.
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more harmonious maritime landscape which also involves

more people and community members in the activities related
to fishing.

Discussion and conclusion

This paper created an inventory of the existing traditional fish-
ing communities in Brunswick County and assessed the level of

significance of fishing material culture including buildings, sites
and boats in shaping sense place among fishermen and demon-
strating the character of fishing. Also the results highlighted

the specific sites and items that carry the most significance
for fishing communities. Continues use of these traditional
buildings, sites and items, which are the remains of a fading
long traditional activity in this area, and is a part of a changing

era, can be used for livelihood promotion through branding
their communities as cultural communities in order to promote
heritage tourism, education purposes and awareness rising.

Fishing material culture, including fish houses, boats,
docks, etc., are significant for fishermen and their communities
in sense that they represent their authentic activities, and they

feel these items and places are repositories of history and mem-
ory, representing their individual and community’s identity
and sense of place. These buildings and sites are landmarks

that form their traditional environment. Although, some might
not carry historical values, since they help representing their
traditional activities, they believe these buildings and sites
should be preserved as part of their heritage, for present and



Pic. 05 The boat rail in Varnamtown. The only commercial boat

rail around Brunswick County.

Pic. 06 Holden Seafood in Shallotte.

Pic. 07 Gordon net shop in Shallotte. One of the last net shops

that it primary occupation is net making and net mending.

Pic. 08 Tatum fish house. The only currently operating fish

house in Southport.
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for future generations [Fig. 14]. The result highlights the non-
market values of fishing cultural heritage as a component of

ecosystem services2, where cultural heritage is generally a for-
Pic. 09 Donald Lowe’s boat, at the dock in Tatum fish house, in

Southport.

2 Ecosystem services are the benefits people obtain from ecosystems.

These include provisioning services such as food and water; regulating

services such as flood and disease control; cultural services such as

spiritual, recreational, and cultural benefits; and supporting services,

such as nutrient cycling, that maintain the conditions for life on Earth.

Cultural services are the nonmaterial benefits people obtain from

ecosystems through spiritual enrichment, cognitive development,

reflection, recreation, and aesthetic experiences.



Pic. 10 The recreational dock at Southport.

Pic. 11 Old Ferry Seafood and the surrounding maritime

landscape in Holden Beach area.

Pic. 12 Old Ferry Seafood in Holden Beach.
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gotten and unappreciated aspect of ecosystem services (Milcu
et al., 2013; Camarsa et al., 2012; Ash, 2010).

Therefore, there is a need to include not only economic val-

uation, but also more qualitative evaluation and discourses
that reveal how place attachments plays a significant role in
individuals and communities’ identities. This directly can

improve our understanding of benefit and wellbeing which is
an important aspect towards management of coastlines. New
approaches, considering different types of resources, including

cultural heritage, have the potential to help decision makers
design policies or management strategies that can help achieve
socially, ecologically, and economically equitable and sustain-
able outcomes.

Some members of the fishing communities are open to new
ideas, if it helps them preserve their original fishing activities.
Through this study, the hypothetical option of promoting cul-

tural tourism was introduced to the fishermen. Cultural tour-
ism constitutes tourism highlighting traditional activities
without disturbing their authenticity. A majority of fishermen

and fish house owners showed interest, at least to explore the
possibilities and options. Although, some are pessimistic and
feel that tourists might disturb their work, or visitors might

not even be interested in what the fishermen do, there are num-
ber of people in each community who are interested in pursu-
ing the idea.

Following the field work and the rapid assessment of build-

ings and sites, this paper concludes that many of these items
hold cultural and historical values. They demonstrate a tradi-
tion that forms part of the people’s culture. Under the Historic

Preservation Criteria, since community members believe some
of these properties deserve recognition and protection, they
can be designated as Local District or Local Landmark. All

the elements of fishing heritage are parts of a maritime cultural
landscape and the cultural significance of these properties only
can be highlighted through the ensemble value of all these sites.

Therefore, the present paper suggest considering a serial cul-
tural nomination and registration for the properties which con-
tribute to shape the fishing character and sense of place. Serial
nomination and registration means that places and items that

have been considered culturally, traditionally and historically
important for the local community will be proposed for regis-
tration all together, even though they are in different areas.

This is a practice that was promoted by UNESCO for listing
World heritage sites (Guidelines for the Preparation of Serial
Nominations to the World Heritage List, 2016)3. However,

in smaller scales this can be a good strategy for highlighting
the values of certain heritage locally, regionally and/or nation-
ally. The fishing areas in Varnamtown and Holden Beach can
be considered the core and a start point for formulating Fish-

ing Cultural Landscape as Local Landmark. The fact that add-
ing these areas to the Historic Preservation lists gives more
attention to the values of these sites helps not only to promote

knowledge and understanding about traditional and commer-
cial fishing, and increase the chances of promoting fishing cul-
tural tourism in this area, but also to develop policies to

preserve these areas as operational working waterfront, and
to protect and promote associated fishing communities’ tradi-
tion and livelihood. All this will help fishing communities to
3 Guidelines for the Preparation of Serial Nominations to the World

Heritage List. (2016). Whc.unesco.org. Retrieved 15 April 2016, from

http://whc.unesco.org/archive/serial-noms.htm.

http://whc.unesco.org/archive/serial-noms.htm
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preserve their authentic way of life, their identity and sense of
place as part of their sociocultural wellbeing, and add the tra-

ditional fishing and their material culture as cultural resources
in the management plans of North Carolina coastal area.
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