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Appendix A: Archeological Reconnaissance Summary 
Report, Portsmouth Village, Middle Community, and 
Sheep Island 

Introduction 
The archeological reconnaissance of Portsmouth Island and a portion of Sheep Island was conducted 
between February 26 and March 3, 2007, by a two-person crew. The purpose of the reconnaissance was to 
identify and locate cemeteries and other archeological features outside the boundaries of the established 
Portsmouth Village Historic District but known to local informants. A combination of historic maps, 
maps of existing conditions, and informant information was used to help locate potential archeological 
resources. Local informants included Chester Lynn, Rudy Austin, and Dave Frum. Chester Lynn and 
Rudy Austin are lifelong residents of Ocracoke Island whose ancestors and neighbors lived on 
Portsmouth Island. These gentlemen shared their extensive knowledge of the location of former home 
sites and cemeteries. Dave Frum is a long-time NPS employee who currently maintains the grounds 
within the Portsmouth Island historic district. 
 
The topography at Portsmouth Island is typical of a barrier island. The portion of the island facing the 
sound consists of stable dunes separated by salt marsh and low, wet ground containing small ponds of 
fresh water. The dunes are a few feet above sea level, well drained, and covered in long leaf pine and 
Eastern red cedar trees. The majority of these areas have a dense understory of brush, brambles, and 
marsh grass; recent hurricanes have knocked down large numbers of trees. The island is dotted with 
elevated landforms known locally as hammocks that were the focus of human habitation. At Portsmouth 
Island these hammocks were often named after the residents who lived on them.1  
 
Methods 
Fieldwork consisted of a pedestrian survey targeting specific locations outside the historic district. These 
locations included the area known as the Middle Community along the Straight Road south of the historic 
district, and informant locations where cemeteries were believed to be sited. Additionally, the area where 
tombstones had fallen into Warren Creek was examined. The 1866 U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey Map 
was used to gain an understanding of settlement patterns around Middle Community and along the 
Straight Road. Although the location of shorelines and marshes has shifted in 140 years, the landforms 
that contained historic occupations remain for the most part intact. 
 
Local informants were able to provide the exact location of gravesites and home sites. Further, informants 
identified areas containing a high potential for cultural resources. Whenever possible the local informants 
accompanied the field crew. On days when the local informants were not present, the investigators 
conducted reconnaissance on areas where the 1866 map depicted occupations or areas where informants 
suggested the presence of resources. 
 
In selected areas the pedestrian reconnaissance entailed walking along transects spaced at 32-foot (10 m) 
intervals. In some areas the vegetation and tree-falls were too thick to allow for a systematic walkover. On 
a situational basis, a solid-steel push probe was used to locate the presence or absence of buried features 
or tombstones. The solid-steel probe is an effective tool for locating buried features at Portsmouth Island 
since the island is comprised of sand and buried objects are readily identified. 
 

                                                 
1. Chester Lynn, personal communication, March 2007. 
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A GPS unit capable of sub-meter accuracy was used to provide an accurate location of features (Fig. A-1). 
To assure that GPS information recorded outside of the boundary of the historic district could be 
integrated into GIS, the field crew recorded the location of cemeteries in the historic district. The historic 
road network was also recorded. Recording known features within the historic district allowed these 
features to serve as reference points for the locations recorded during our survey. Features outside of the 
historic district could then be overlaid onto historic maps (Fig. A-2 and Fig. A-3). 
 

 
FIGURE A-1. GPS recordation in progress. Source: John Milner Associates, Inc., 2007. 
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FIGURE A-2. Detail of 1866 coastal survey map. Source: National Archives. 
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FIGURE A-3. 1948 (1983 photorevised) USGS Quadrangle map annotated with February 2007 survey sites. 
Source: USGS map. 
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Results 
The focus of preservation efforts has been on Portsmouth Village, where the historic district is well 
documented and mapped. Cultural resources in the rest of the island have not been identified and are not 
accurately located on NPS maps. For Portsmouth Island, the Straight Road can be used as a reference 
point when recording the cultural landscape because this road survives and runs the length of the island.  
 
Fourteen cultural features outside of the historic district were identified. These locations include historic 
road traces, home sites, cisterns, and cemeteries (Table A-1). Additionally, informants noted the location 
of several other cultural resources that could not be found or their locations could not be examined; the 
majority of these locations were cemeteries (Table A-2). 
 
 
Table A-1. Cultural Resources Identified by the Archeological Reconnaissance 
 
Resource Name Location Features Comments 
Straight Road  Approximately ten-foot 

wide road trace built up 
where it crosses marsh 

Portion maintained by NPS

Mattie Gilgo House 
site and cistern 

North end of 
Straight Road 

Concrete and brick 
aggregate cistern 

Informants associate this 
cistern with the U.S. Marine 
Hospital, but the hospital was 
not located in the immediate 
vicinity 

Schoolhouse Northeast of Middle 
Community 

Two brick piers Potential for artifact midden

Middle Community 
road trace 

Middle Community Road trace Shown on USGS map

Theodore Salter 
House site 

Middle Community Cistern and wood piers

Lemme Gilgo House 
site 

Middle Community Wood piers

Milan Willis House 
site 

Middle Community Chimney, brick walk, fence 
posts 

Overgrown yard, but several 
features survive 

Portsmouth dipping 
vat 

 Concrete Maintained in open space by 
NPS 

Tom Gilgo House site Tom Gilgo Hammock Artifact scatter Hammock covered in dense 
vegetation and tree falls 

Capt. William Dixon 
gravesite 

Vicinity of Tom 
Gilgo Hammock and 
Straight Road 

Brick vault and marble 
tombstone 

Cemetery on Warren 
Creek 

North side of creek 
near where Straight 
Road historically 
crossed creek 

Four grave markers Markers were removed from 
creek and then removed to 
the Community Cemetery by 
the NPS. No surface indications 
of a cemetery along creek 

Wallace Cemetery Sheep Island At least four graves Maintained by NPS
House site near 
Wallace cemetery 

Sheep Island Chimney Near Battle Brothers Building

Roberts House site Sheep Island Brick pier Near Battle Brothers Building
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Table A-2.  Additional cultural resources reported by Chester Lynn 
 
Potential Cultural 
Resource 

Location Features Comments 

Cemetery near two 
seamen’s graves 

West-facing hill slope 
between graves and 
Life-Saving Station 

Numerous graves A brief walkover did not 
identify any surface 
indications that this area was a 
cemetery, but the majority of 
the surface is masked by 
vegetation. 

George Gilgo House 
site 

Middle Community Evidence of home site, 
ornamental plantings 
including rose bushes 
and Oak trees 

Probably one of several home 
sites located on the large 
hammock west of the main 
Middle Community occupation 

Vira Willis gravesite Middle Community Marble tombstone Located near the George Gilgo 
House site 

Two graves Unknown  Two graves Graves reported in the general 
area along a path or road 
between the extant school 
and the ocean 

Large cemetery Unknown  Up to fifty graves A large cemetery is thought to 
be located southeast of Tom 
Gilgo’s Hammock and the 
Straight Road. A walkover of 
the area did not identify any 
surface features, but the area 
is covered in dense vegetation 
that makes locating surface 
features impossible. 

Cemetery Historic district 
between Alfred Dixon 
site and Pigott House 

Unknown No surface features observed

Dixon House site and 
possible cemetery 

Middle Community Unknown Site on west side of Middle 
Community, in area between 
cistern and Portsmouth 
dipping vat 

 
Straight Road. The Straight Road extends southwest across Middle Community from south of the 
Schoolhouse to Sheep Island. This approximately 3,050 foot long (930 m) portion of the road is 
maintained by the NPS. It served as one of the primary causeways for residents on Portsmouth Island by 
connecting the three areas of the community (Fig. A-2 and Fig. A-3). The road builders excavated the 
surrounding marsh and heaped the spoils to create an elevated road-bed approximately eight to ten feet 
wide. Between the historic district and Middle Community the roadbed crosses marshlands and is readily 
identifiable as a raised causeway. Southwest of Middle Community, the road course changed over time. 
By 1948, several other roads meandered through this area (Fig. A-3). The road was constructed across 
several salt marsh areas.  
 
The reconnaissance recorded approximately 16,000 feet (4,850 m) of the Straight Road beginning at the 
boundary of the historic district extending westward to Warren Creek. Past Middle Community the road 
is difficult to follow, but in several places small segments of mounded road were encountered. 
 
Mattie Gilgo Site. This site is located along the west side of Straight Road, just near the boundary of the 
historic district. On the existing conditions base map, the location is identified as the Mattie Gilgo site. 
Informants believe that the concrete and brick aggregate cistern at the site is associated with the U.S. 
Marine Hospital. The hospital, however, is located east of the Mattie Gilgo site. The field team mapped 
the location of the cistern. 
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Schoolhouse. The location of a former schoolhouse was examined. This schoolhouse pre-dates the extant 
schoolhouse. The schoolhouse site is located on the east side of the Straight Road approximately 4,000 
feet (1,220 m) from the southwestern boundary of the historic district (Fig. A-3 and Fig. A-4). At the 
schoolhouse, the reconnaissance survey covered an approximately 22,500 square foot (6,850 sq. m) area. 
The schoolhouse location was identified by the presence of two brick piers constructed of scavenged 
bricks bonded with a sand mortar. One pier was in situ and may represent the northwest corner of the 
schoolhouse (Fig. A-5). The other pier is located on the edge of a marsh and has been displaced from its 
original position. Since only one in situ pier was found, the footprint of the schoolhouse could not be 
determined. Chester Lynn reported that when the area contained less vegetation, artifacts were present 
on the ground surface. This suggests that a related artifact scatter may be associated with this site. Maps 
show a Primitive Baptist Church on the same side of Straight Road southwest of the schoolhouse site. No 
evidence for this building was found in the dense underbrush. 
 

FIGURE A-4. Overview of the NPS maintained portion 
of Straight Road and the hammock containing the 
Middle Community Schoolhouse site, facing 
northeast. Source: This figure and all subsequent 
figures by John Milner Associates, Inc., 2007. 

FIGURE A-5. Brick pier for Middle Community 
Schoolhouse. 

 
Middle Community Road Trace. A road trace extends west from the Straight Road for approximately 
230 feet (70 m). This road trace is just west of the schoolhouse site and was built to provide access to the 
Middle Community. The road trace is shown on the USGS map (Fig. A-3). According to the local 
informant, members of the Willis family constructed the road to provide the Willis children easier access 
to the schoolhouse.2 The road trace runs along the west edge of a marsh and also may have marked the 
boundary of a pasture. Currently, the road trace is bounded by trees and shrubs. 
 
Theodore Salter House Site. A cistern (Fig. A-6) measuring approximately five feet by ten feet (1.5 m by 
3 m) and constructed of form-poured concrete with a crushed-brick aggregate marks the location of the 
Theodore Salter House site.3 In addition to the cistern, two wooden piers were also identified and may be 
the remains of the house or an outbuilding. The piers are approximately 5 inch (12 cm) diameter wood 
timbers cut close to the ground. The area in the vicinity of the cistern and piers is covered in dense 
vegetation.  
 
Lemme Gilgo House Site. The Lemme Gilgo House site is located is approximately 165 feet (50 m) north of 
the Theodore Salter cistern and 130 feet (40 m) west of the Milan Willis House site. Two burnt wood piers 
provide surface evidence for the Gilgo residence (Fig. A-7). Mr. Lynn knew the location of these piers. 
The piers extended approximately one foot above the ground surface. Mr. Lynn and Mr. Austin related 

                                                 
2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid. 
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that the house burned when a fire swept across this portion of the island. The area in the vicinity of the 
piers is covered in dense vegetation. No other evidence for this occupation was found, although several 
fence-posts were discovered northeast of the burnt posts. These posts may demarcate the boundary 
between the yard and an adjacent pasture. 
 

 
FIGURE A-6. Interior of the cistern at the Salter House 
site, facing west. 

FIGURE A-7. Burnt pier at the Gilgo House site, facing 
northwest. 

 
Milan Willis House Site. The Milan Willis House site is located approximately 325 feet (100 m) north of the 
Salter cistern. Identified archeological features attributed to the Willis House site included a brick 
chimney base, the remains of a brick walkway, and wooden fence posts (Fig. A-8). The cultural remains of 
the Willis site are the most distinct of any of the sites encountered outside of the historic district. 
Although covered in dense vegetation, the yard area and the structure location are identifiable. The yard 
may have had a fence demarcating it, but this was not clear. The walkway is adjacent to the chimney and 
was identified by probing. It is beneath several inches of organic debris.  
 
Portsmouth Dipping Vat. The dipping vat is located approximately 1,300 feet (400 m) southwest of the 
Middle Community (Fig. A-3). The feature is approximately 5 feet wide and 20 feet long (1.5 by 6 m) 
(Fig. A-9). The vat is currently within an area cleared of vegetation by the NPS. The vat is constructed of 
form-poured concrete with a crushed-brick aggregate. The dipping vat was the result of a community 
effort to stop the spread of disease amongst the sheep and cattle on the island.4 No evidence for 
associated structures, fence lines, or fenced holding areas was found. 
 
Tom Gilgo House Site. Tom Gilgo’s Hammock is located approximately 1,640 feet (500 m) southwest of 
Middle Community. The name and occupation of this location was identified as Tom Gilgo’s by Mr. 
Lynn.5 In general, this entire hammock is covered in dense vegetation and fallen trees. Fallen trees 
disturbed the ground in areas when the root-ball was displaced. Reconnaissance of this hammock located 
a brick fragment and pieces of whiteware ceramics exposed in root-balls. The presence of these artifacts 
suggests that a scatter associated with the habitation is present. The chimney, reported to be present, was 
not encountered. 
 
 
 

                                                 
4. Ibid. 
5. Ibid. 
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FIGURE A-8. Remains of the brick chimney at the Willis 
House site, facing north. 

FIGURE A-9. Long view of the Portsmouth dipping vat, 
facing northeast. 

 
Captain William Dixon Gravesite. The gravesite of Captain William Dixon is located east of Tom Gilgo 
House site and the Straight Road. The vault of Captain Dixon is located approximately 80 feet (25 m) from 
the west side of Straight Road. The area is covered in dense vegetation. Although Mr. Lynn knew the 
grave’s location, the vault was only located after an extensive search. The grave could not be seen until the 
team was within a few feet of it. The vault is constructed of a white marble tombstone resting on a brick 
vault (Fig. A-10). The inscription on the tombstone reads, “William Dixon/Sacred to the Memory of Capt. 
William W. Dixon who departed this life on Sept. 14 1840 Age 40 Years 3 Months 10 Days.” The epitaph on 
the slab reads, “No for me my friends so dear/Because my body is molding here/My spirit blessed with 
Gods at rest.” Prior to the earlier discovery of the grave location by Chester Lynn, the marble vault had 
been displaced by flooding. Mr. Lynn and several of his acquaintances have replaced the vault cap back 
onto the brick vault.6 Mr. Lynn noted that the Dixon grave was a local rest and gathering stop for island 
residents who used the vault as a bench during travels to and from Sheep Island.  
 

FIGURE A-10. The Captain William Dixon vault, facing 
west. 

FIGURE A-11. Overview of Warren Creek showing 
approximate location of graves discovered, facing 
northeast. 

 
Cemetery on Warren Creek. Recent storms have exposed a cemetery on the north side of Warren Creek 
(Fig. A-11). In the creek itself several tombstones and fragments had been observed and moved by local 
residents to the adjacent shoreline. The NPS recently moved the markers to the Community Cemetery in 
the Portsmouth Village Historic District (Fig. A-12). Clearly, Warren Creek has widened, but by how much 
remains unknown. The marsh adjacent to the creek has been subjected to considerable shoreline erosion, 
                                                 
6. Ibid. 
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most notably after Hurricane Isabel in 2003. The original location of the cemetery is believed to now be 
submerged. The graves are likely to have eroded away, but this is not known. There is no surface evidence 
of a cemetery along the shoreline adjacent to where the markers were found. Probing of the shore and the 
shallow creek bottom did not reveal any additional features. 
 

FIGURE A-12. Gravestones discovered in Warren Creek 
and salvaged by the NPS. 

FIGURE A-13. Overview of the Wallace cemetery, 
facing southwest. 

 
Wallace Cemetery on Sheep Island. The Wallace Cemetery is located on Sheep Island and is maintained by 
the NPS. The field team visited the site to map its location. The cemetery contains the vaults of George 
Wallace and his wife Rebecca and two other graves that could not be identified (Fig. A-13). The cemetery 
is located on a small landform elevated slightly above marshlands. No evidence of a boundary fence was 
observed. 
 
Informants believe additional graves are present. Informal probing identified an additional headstone 
beneath the sod, several ballast stones, and a few bricks. The field team partially exposed the stone to 
confirm that it was in fact a tombstone. It had fallen face first onto the ground and no inscription was 
observed on the portion exposed. The presence of one buried headstone and other buried stones and 
bricks strongly indicate that additional unidentified graves are present. 
 
Sheep Island Home Sites. The team did not undertake a walkover of Sheep Island. However, like 
Portsmouth Island, the settlement pattern on Sheep Island focuses on the occupation of hammocks. It is 
likely that archeological and landscape resources survive on Sheep Island and that these resources can 
contribute to the understanding of the island’s occupation. To assist future research and historic map 
projections, the Wallace Cemetery and the locations of two home sites were mapped. The chimney of a an 
old home site approximately 300 feet (95 m) northwest of the Wallace Cemetery was mapped. The 
chimney is in the rear of an extant residence. The second home site is located on the west shore of Warren 
Creek. The location consists of an extant residence and partially inundated brick pier along the shore line 
(Fig. A-14). According to Chester Lynn, the pier is part of the remains of the Roberts family homestead. A 
brief survey of the shoreline along Wallace Creek did not result in the discovery of additional artifacts or 
features related to the Roberts House site. 
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FIGURE A-14. Brick pier attributed to the Roberts House site on Sheep Island, facing northeast. 

 
Summary  
The archeological reconnaissance of Portsmouth Island and a portion of Sheep Island, although brief, 
located intact archeological and landscape features. This reconnaissance demonstrates that past 
occupations of the island have survived outside of the historic district. Local informants have a wealth of 
information and are key to locating and recording Portsmouth Island’s cultural resources and heritage. 
 
The historic district is accurately mapped, but the features present on the rest of Portsmouth Island and 
Sheep Island are not. The current vegetation cover outside of the Portsmouth Village Historic District 
makes the identification of cultural resources difficult, if not impossible in some locations. In addition to 
brick piers, buildings were often constructed on wood piers. Although wood piers were found in the 
Middle Community, these features are difficult to identify. Surface features were often masked by the 
dense vegetation and in most cases were difficult to locate even with informants who knew the exact 
locations of features. It is likely, however, that the majority of hammocks and “higher” elevations were 
occupied at some point in the past. 
 
It should also be noted that buildings and building materials were moved or salvaged by the local 
residents. Mr. Lynn related that historically, residents of Portsmouth Island frequently dismantled and 
salvaged lumber and brick from abandoned houses.7  

                                                 
7. Ibid. 



A-12 

 
It is recommended that a continued dialogue be undertaken with local informants; a detailed topographic 
survey of the island be made; and a continued effort be made to identify additional surface features. 
Fieldwork could include Phase I survey and additional walkovers. The clearing of vegetation by fire is not 
recommended. Fires would destroy portions of the landscape such as ornamental plantings, wood piers, 
and fence posts. The archeological remains on Portsmouth Island have the potential to address research 
questions about settlement and subsistence on the barrier Islands of North Carolina; access to markets; 
the utilization of space; and social hierarchy, among others. 
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Appendix C: Historic Maps and Aerial Photographs

Aerial photography from the collection of the Cape Lookout National Seashore. Photographs are dated:

October 21, 1940

1941

February 23, 1943

May 4, 1958

April 7, 1968

May 23, 1996

July 9, 1997
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Appendix D: Portsmouth Village Historic District 
National Register Nomination






























