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6 
 

��������
���	
��������������	��	����
�& 		�����������
�	
��
����	
�
�����	���7��
����	��;�

�����
	���4�����
���7����#���������� ��	���	�������	 �����������	�����	����������������&�

� =��	��
��������	�������4�����
��$�0���	��������������	
	��	 ����	�����������
	��


	��	�������
�����������������	��	
��
����	���������������� 	��:�
����	�� ��)��!��	

�4�����
����
����������
��2�������
���	����������
�3����"� �����������
	��	�����$��
�����
��	�

�������
���
����7���������	����	����������8�����	
������	 
&���
��"���	
��/����
	���
�1����

������$�	�������	�����%	���+�7�
��	���4������������	������ ��	�������������	���	��/����

7���;������������	��������������
	���
$1�#���������������� ��
������������
��������������

�������
�7��������������������	���	��& ' ��.������������	
����
����
��������	
�
����

�
�	����$��
���	
���������	�������#���������&��+�"�7���$�	� �+�7�
��	��	������$������������

�	��������
�$�������
���������������
	��	�
	���&��0���	�$��	� ���$����
���	��� �
��,
��� ���������

����
�������������7������"������	�&�

������	�����������������	������	���	�7	����������
�������	�� $���������

�
����	
�
��	
����������
�������������	���/�	������	
�	��� �	���������������
�&1 C������

�
	������������������������	��������	
������	���	�������� �������	���������������
��	������������

�����
���4��	�
��4	�����7�����	������"��#����������	������� ���
������������	��	
�	
���������

��	�;����������&�����������������	
�	���
���������$�����/���� ����7
1���������������	����	���

�
�7��������������������	���
�	
��������������
�� ��	���	������� &��0�����	��	�	�����	�"����

����������
�����$�	����	�������������	������5�
	���
������� 
����������
�
�	������7
����	�$���"��

#���������$��
���������������	�������
���������������������� ����7�
��������
����&��/����

�	��;��������
��$1�+�7�
��	��7�����$�/��$��
��$��
������� ����	������
���
��7������	�
�����

                                                           
2  See David Lowenthal, The Past Is A Foreign Country.  Cambridge University Press, 1985. 

3  Ibid., xvi. 
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4  Ibid. 

5  Ibid., xvii. 

6 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection, 
Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984.  John Wood, America and the Daguerreotype, Iowa 
City, University of Iowa Press, 1991.  See also an article by the landscape historian John Stilgoe, 
“Disjunction, Disunion, Daguerreotype,” Harvard Library Bulletin, Spring 2003 (Vol. 14, No. 1), pp. 47-
56. 
 
7 See especially the essay “The Blue of Distance” in Solnit’s A Field Guide to Getting Lost, New York: 
Viking, 2005.  The meandering geographic wanderlust of Solnit’s essays, involving long discussions of 
California in a book about Ireland, for example,  and her awareness of how often distant things are 
connected on a spectrum, sets her apart from the average writer. 
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8  Christina Marsden Gillis, Writing on Stone: Scenes from a Maine Island Life.  Hanover, N.H.: University 
Press of New England, 2008.  20-21. 
 
9 Ibid. 
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10 Gillis, 116.  When the daguerreotype arrived in America from France in 1839, it stepped directly into the 
role the miniature had performed in attempting to overcome loss and absence. The new art form so actively 
assumed this role, in fact, that lockets and painted portraits of dead or distant loved ones were often 
included in family portraits made by daguerreotypists, standing in for the absent person as if he or she were 
actually present.  Early daguerreotypes being not much larger than and as delicate as lockets, they easily 
assumed this pre-existing function of the small art form.  Moreover, arriving in the U.S. only a few years 
before the California Gold Rush sent droves of young men to the American West, the daguerreotype 
allowed Americans to bridge the gap home in ways that letter-writing and drawings had not done before.  
There is an excellent literature on the daguerreotype’s relationship to “homecoming” and loss.  See Peter 
Palmquist, “Silver Plates on a Golden Shore: ‘The Real Thing Itself’” for the relationship between 
daguerreotypy and homesickness during the Gold Rush, and David E. Stannard, “Sex, Death and 
Daguerreotypes: Toward an Understanding of Image as Elegy,” in John Wood, ed., America and the 
Daguerreotype, Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1991. 
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12  Stewart, p. 149. 

13  Cited in Lowenthal, 43. 

14  See the articles on daguerreotypy mentioned in footnote 10. 
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15   Lowenthal, 43.  Emphasis mine. 
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16 Henry Glassie, The Potter’s Art.  Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999. 

17 Ibid., 34-36. 
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18 Ibid., 47. 

19 Gillis, 3.  Incidentally, hers is the house of the Maine poet and novelist Ruth Moore, who made the 
island’s depopulation a theme of her writing. 
 
20 Gillis, 13. 
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21 In his work on cemetery decoration on the North Shore of Fontana Lake in western North Carolina’s 
Smoky Mountains – the location of several communities driven out of existence by dam construction – 
folklorist Alan Jabbour cites the crucial experience of the boat journey required to reach these sites during 
spring homecomings.  “There is something compelling about the experience of sitting in the boat crossing 
Fontana Lake.  It provides people with a feeling of a journey from the workaday world into a timeless 
sacred domain.  A few people who are devoted regulars at North Shore decorations do not look forward to 
construction of the road and prefer the special qualities of the present arrangement, while others who are 
eager to see the road acknowledge that they may miss the boat journeys if it is built.” Alan Jabbour, North 
Shore Cemetery Decoration Project: Ethnohistorical and Ethnographic Investigations for the Proposed 
North Shore Road, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, Swain County, North Carolina.  S.I.: s.n., 2005. 
 
22 Richard White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River.  New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1996.  p. 4.  See also Dean MacCannell on the “museumization of work and work relations” and 
“ritual removal of culture from workaday activities” in the context of tourism.  MacCannell, The Tourist: A 
New Theory of the Leisure Class, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999.  pp. 34-36. 
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23 Commercial and charter fisherman Ernie Foster, the subject of Tom Carlson’s memoir Hatteras Blues 
(University of North Carolina Press, 2005) mentioned to me in an interview that “Portsmouth is the closest 
I can get today to the Hatteras I knew when I was growing up here in the ‘50s.  Now I have to go to 
Portsmouth to experience something of what it was like here in those days.  My home has changed that 
much.”  Personal interview with Ernie Foster, Hatteras, N.C., March 8, 2009. 
 
24  See chapter five, “Staged Authenticity,” in MacCannell, MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the 
Leisure Class, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999.   
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25 Grey Gundaker, ed., “Introduction: Home Ground.”  In Keep Your Head to the Sky: Interpreting African 

American Home Ground.  Charlottesville:  University Press of Virginia, 1998.  See pp. 14-15. 

26   Ibid., 4. 

27   Ibid., 14-15. 
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28 Land use and heritage activist Karen Willis Amspacher is among the many who have used this term in 
reference to Portsmouth. 
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29 See David Stick, The Outer Banks of North Carolina.  Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1957. 
 
30  See Ellen Fulcher Cloud, Portsmouth: The Way It Was.  Havelock, N.C.: The Print Shop, 1996. 
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31  David Cecelski, The Waterman’s Song: Slavery and Freedom in Maritime North Carolina.  Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2001.  See p. 42. 
 
32  Cloud, 52. 
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33 Ibid. 

34 Ibid. 
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35 These reflections emerge from a story Solnit heard on the west coast of Ireland in the mid-1990s, told by 
a man then nearly 100.  In the years around World War I, an ancient beggar came to the man’s village each 
summer.  The beggar, who walked with bowed legs, had acquired this handicap as an infant, when his 
starved young body was crushed into a tiny coffin and mistakenly buried alive during the Famine of the 
1840s.  “It was an appalling story, but for me it was also a marvelous story,” Solnit writes.  “I had thought 
of the Famine as something irrecoverably distant, as far beyond the reach of living memory as the 
Inquisition or the sack of Rome, for my own history at that time had hardly included tales that stretched 
back before the Second World War.  That there was a man living who remembered a survivor of the 
Famine – that the link to events of a century and a half ago was unbroken – was a discovery of astonishing 
delight. . .  About a hundred and fifty years seems to be about the farthest reach of living memory, the 
length of time encompassed by an old person who as a child encountered a survivor of some long-ago 
drama.  The story of the beggar was my first intimation of how far back memory could reach.”  See pp. 47-
48 in Solnit, A Book of Migrations: Some Passages in Ireland, London: Verso, 1997. 
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36  Dorothy Byrum Bedwell, Portsmouth: Island With A Soul.  New Bern: IES Publications, 1984.  p. 12. 

37 The anecdote may also hint at the Outer Banks’ reluctance to follow the rest of the state into disunion. 
 
38 Henry Pigott, an African American, was the last man ever to live on Portsmouth permanently.  He died in 
1971.  Personal interview with Connie Mason, Harkers Island, N.C., February 7, 2009. 
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39  Personal interview with Connie Mason, Harkers Island, N.C., February 7, 2009. 

40  Brown’s own family was shipwrecked on Cape Hatteras while emigrating from Norway to the American 
Midwest around the time of the Civil War.  Personal interview with Julian M. Brown, Gloucester, N.C., 
October 2, 2007. 
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41 Gillis, 20. 

42 The transcript is published in Cloud’s Portsmouth: The Way It Was. 
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43 If this is true, it would cast doubt on the Daly family’s Catholic faith.  More likely, they were Anglo-Irish 
Protestants, the class that held most of the wealth in Victorian Ireland. 
 
44 Personal interview with Hazel Gilgo Arthur, Bettie, N.C., February 9, 2009. 
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45 Personal interview with Hazel Gilgo Arthur, Bettie, N.C., February 9, 2009. 

46 Julian M. Brown, mentioned above, the grandson of shipwrecked Norwegian immigrants, was born at 
Hatteras in 1937 in a house built out of shipwrecked lumber, on a bed salvaged from a captain’s cabin.   
Brown’s house in Gloucester was full of such artifacts before it was destroyed by fire.  See interview. 
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47 The Lifesaving Service merged with the Revenue Cutter Service in 1915 to become the U.S. Coast 
Guard.  The station on Portsmouth was decommissioned in 1937, once radio communication altered how 
the Coast Guard operated.  The station’s dilapidated structure was then used as a hunting club into the 
1950s. 
 
48  Ibid. 

49 A retired commercial fisherman, Gilgo spent much of his career working in the menhaden industry out of 
Cameron, Louisiana.  He was quick to remind me that it took years to rise out of the economic poverty that 
was the direct result of his family’s connection to Portsmouth.  They moved to Atlantic on the mainland 
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across from Cedar Island in 1942 so that he could go to school.  Gilgo later entered the Navy, came back to 
North Carolina in 1960, then entered the Merchant Marine in Louisiana. 
 
50 “It’s strange to think it’s almost over now, but it’s been a very pleasant journey” – Hazel Arthur. 

51 An 1853 article in Knickerbocker on daguerreotypists’ studios claimed: “And if you observe closely the 
persons who depart with their portraits, you will perceive that, for the most part, they do not look pleased; 
the plain moral of which is, that the daguerreotype does not flatter, and it is hard to have to put up with the 
plain, wholesome, bitter, unadulterated Truth.”  Knickerbocker, August 1853, 137-142.   See John Stilgoe 
on the disturbing emotions ignited by the daguerreotype among Transcendentalist writers in Emerson and 
Hawthorne’s New England.  “Disjunction, Disunion, Daguerreotype,” Harvard Library Bulletin, Spring 
2003 (Vol 14, No. 1), 37-44. 
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52 Gillis, 7. 
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53 Ellen Fulcher Cloud, Portsmouth: The Way It Was. 

54 Solnit, “The Blue of Distance,” 23. 
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55 Cecil Gilgo was Hazel’s father.  “My daddy, oh, he hated [Portsmouth],” she said.  “There was nothing 
on Portsmouth Island that my daddy liked.  And from what I understand, from his own saying so, it was the 
hard life he hated.”  Personal interview with Hazel Gilgo Arthur, Bettie, N.C., February 9, 2009. 
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56 Grey Gundaker, ed., “Introduction: Home Ground.”  In Keep Your Head to the Sky: Interpreting African 
American Home Ground.  Charlottesville:  University Press of Virginia, 1998.  See pp. 14-15. 
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57 Personal interview with Hazel Gilgo Arthur, Bettie, N.C., February 9, 2009. 

58  Known as the Chesapeake-Potomac Storm and the Outer Banks Hurricane of 1933, these were the same 
storms that depopulated the barrier islands of Virginia’s Eastern Shore.  However, in both Virginia and 
North Carolina, 1933 was simply a benchmark date.  The exodus from the islands had been going on for 
years.  The storms’ genuine ferocity aside, the significance of the ‘33 hurricanes is that they provide a 
suitable symbolic focal point in a long history of decline, functioning as a dramatic narrative crux in a 
much larger tale of loss.  For analogous histories, see Brook Miles Barnes and Barry R. Truitt, eds., 
Seashore Chronicles: Three Centuries of the Virginia Barrier Islands.  Charlottesville: University of 
Virginia Press, 1997. 
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59  Personal interview with Lionel Gilgo, Beaufort, N.C., February 8, 2009. 

60  Ibid. 
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61  Personal interview with Connie Mason, Harkers Island, N.C., February 7, 2009. 
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62 This is also true on Ocracoke Island, whose last African American resident, Muzel Bryant, granddaughter 
of slaves, died in March 2008 at the age of 103.  When I met her in 2007, a few months before her death, 
she was living in the home of Kenny Ballance, brother of the writer Alton Ballance.  As Ms. Bryant was 
almost deaf and barely able to communicate, the experience of being brought to see her suddenly made me 
feel uncomfortable, as if I was a spectator in a cabinet of curiosities, particularly since Mr. Ballance had 
just brought out other objects from his house, whose stories he narrated to us on the front porch.  In the 
course of twenty minutes, Ms. Bryant shared with us no stories of her own, and the only object she shared 
with us was a battery-powered toy that sang “God Bless America.”  It was a painful and awkward situation 
to witness.  I do not question Ms. Bryant’s ability to share valuable stories from her life if she had been 
better able to communicate – I had been eager to hear them.  I do question why I was brought to look at her, 
because that is virtually all we did.  In fairness, I sensed that Alton Ballance immediately regretted the 
awkwardness of this situation, yet the group of tradition-minded white Ocracokers who were hosting us 
were displaying something from their past prominently that made me feel (in Susan Stewart’s words) very 
much like “a tourist of their parents’ way of life.”  The realities of African American history were further 
brought home to me by the fact that I was visiting Ms. Bryant alongside a very elegant and cosmopolitan 
young African American undergraduate from Duke, who was the polar opposite of this elderly black 
woman from the rural South in so many ways and had little more in common with her than I did. 
 
63 See quotation from A Field Guide to Getting Lost at the beginning of this thesis. 
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64 Photographs of Henry seem to bear out Lionel Gilgo’s belief that he (like Gilgo himself) had Native 
American ancestry, being descended from the Coree Indians who lived on the southern Outer Banks until 
the last of them amalgamated with Africans and Europeans in the early 1800’s. 
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65  Ibid. 

66  Ben B. Salter and Doris S. Willis, Portsmouth Island: Short Stories and History.  Privately published, 
1972.  See pp. 18-20.  That Pigott died a year before Salter penned these words suggests that he may have 
gone back to visit his gravesite, as well. 
 
67  Carteret County News-Times, reprinted in The Mailboat, Spring 1992.  p. 13. 
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68  Personal interview with Chester Lynn, Ocracoke, N.C., April 20, 2008. 

69  Personal interview with Lionel Gilgo, Beaufort, N.C, February 8, 2009. 
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70  Personal interview Hazel Gilgo Arthur, Bettie, N.C., February 9, 2009. 

71 Sol Libsohn, a Brooklyn-based photographer sent to Hatteras by Standard Oil in 1945 to document the 
uses of petroleum, presciently forecasted later generations’ fixation on barbershops as symbols of local 
authenticity when he included several images of old-timers and children getting their hair cut as part of his 
portrayal of island life. 
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72 Personal interview with Lionel Gilgo, Beaufort, N.C., February 8, 2009. 

73 Personal interview with Sonny Williamson, Marshallberg, N.C., March 3, 2008. 

74 “The reason Lizzie could read was that when the kids would come home from school, they would play 
school and Lizzie was their student.  They would share with her what they had learned. . .  Henry didn’t do 
that because he was working.”  Personal interview with Richard Meissner, Harkers Island, N.C., February 
7, 2009. 
 
75 Quoted in Salter, 20. 
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76 Details of the history of uncomfortable race relations on Portsmouth are frequently narrated as “rumors,” 
not as facts. There are often good reasons for this, but the qualitative distinction is important.  Richard 
Meissner, volunteer coordinator for Cape Lookout National Seashore, cited one of these rumors to me in an 
interview.  While visiting Portsmouth with Jessie Lee Babb Dominique once, the two stopped at the 
community cemetery next to the post office.  Jessie Lee placed flowers on the grave of a two- or three-day 
old child whom she identified as her “baby brother.”  Meissner then cites the “rumor” that this child was 
“born black.”  “Mr. Babb apparently came in and found Mrs. Babb with Henry Pigott.”  The child, 
Meissner asserted, may have been killed because of this sexual transgression.  (The identity of Henry and 
Lizzie’s own father is unknown, though the man was almost certainly white.  Both siblings were 
illegitimate.  That Henry’s own illegitimate child may have been murdered – potentially by the child’s own 
mother – is of course never mentioned in the adoring journalistic accounts of island life that abound.)  
Meissner believes the rumored love affair between Jessie Lee’s mother and Henry might be one reason why 
Lizzie was buried in the Babb Cemetery behind the Methodist Church (i.e., so that Henry, too, would later 
be buried there), though the “official” answer given by Marian Babb (Jessie Lee’s older sister) was always 
that when Lizzie died in the 1960s, the Keeler Cemetery where the Pigott family was buried was too 
overgrown to get to.  Personal interview with Richard Meissner, Harkers Island, N.C., February 7, 2009. 
 
77 Burke’s Bachelor’s thesis at the University of Richmond in 1958 was a history of Portsmouth to the Civil 
War.  “The History of Portsmouth, North Carolina, from its founding in 1753 to its evacuation in the face 
of Federal forces in 1861.”   Washington, D.C.: Insta-Print, 1976. 
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78 Personal interview with Lionel Gilgo, Beaufort, N.C., February 8, 2009. 
 
79  Personal interview with Lionel Gilgo, Beaufort, N.C., February 8, 2009. 
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80  Carteret County News-Times, as reprinted in The Mailboat, Spring 1992, p. 13. 

81  Personal interview with Connie Mason, Harkers Island, N.C., February 7, 2009. 

82  Marian, Jessie Lee, and a cousin, Mildred Dixon, soon formed a gospel trio, the Carolina Sweethearts, 
and sang on radio station WMBL out of Morehead City.  See obituary for Marian Babb, Carteret County 
News-Times, June 18, 1993, and my interview with Connie Mason cited above. 



 
 
 

50 
 

����	����������������������������������������	��	�����������
� ��������&�� ����
��$���7����$����	�

��������������������	�	���	�������������������7����	��
 ���	�������

�����
���������

���	
�	��	��&�������4�����
�����	����������7�����
����#������ �����	���	����������

��	��
	���
�����������7��������������������	����������$��� �
��	������	
��
�������	���	
�����

�����7
�	
�	�������������������	
���
�����������	���	�����&�

0
������������
��	�"����0��	
$�=���	�������������������� �����	���7���8�������	��

���
���������������������	����	
����������	
����7���������
�#� ��������&��*�������������+���

%���
����;����	�����	����
�'((D$������	�����
�=���	�������	� ���8�������	��������������

���������	�"��������������	���������������+���	
�=���	�$��� ����������	��	�7	���������������

�	���
���������7��
��	���	
������
�H�����=���	�$������������� ����������	�����7��
�����

	
��������+��$�7������
��������	�����	��	������&�

%���
��	
��
������7�0���
�����7����=���	��	������������
��� 	���7�
�������
�
���
�

'(()$�7���	����
������
���
���������
������������������
���� ������������������������

�����	���������7�
�����	������������#������������������
�� $���
���������������
������

����
�
5�������������!���
�����#����������0��	
�2�������	 
�:	���
���	�������������

��������
���
������	����?))(�3$�	
�
�7��	����	��������	��
 ���	�"��������?)E(�$��	
�����

7������	����#����������	�/��������7
1�9�	
�����
������������ �������7�����������	
��
�����

��	������	��/
��������������
�	�	
�
�&1 BC���������0��	�7	
������"
�7������	�����

�
�!
��� �	��	��������$�=���	���	�����
����������	
���
�������������� ������	�������

�
����	���
�����	�	����� �
�!
��� �	��	�����������
�&��0�����������������������������	�����

��������
����
���������������	�"�
��������������
�����	�������� ��7
����	���
��������

#���������&�

                                                           
83 Marian Gray Babb was aware of these newspaper articles.  Connie Mason said that “you get really 
Marian’s hackles up in a heartbeat by calling Portsmouth a ghost town.  She would say, ‘Ghost town 
implies death and ain’t dead yet!’” Personal interview with Connie Mason, Harkers Island, N.C., February 
7, 2009. 
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84 Like the Amish, though, Jimmy was always a bit of a rebel.  As a teenager in the 1960s, he performed in 
a Beaufort rock band called the Huckleberry Mud Flaps, a short-lived but moderately successful spin-off of 
The Beatles and The Velvet Underground, with some influence from beach music.  The band released LPs 
and went on a North American tour, opening in casinos and other establishments as far away as Las Vegas 
and Winnipeg, Manitoba.  He then worked for a few decades as an engineer at Cherry Point Naval Air 
Station in nearby Havelock, N.C. 
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85  Walt Wolfram and Natalie Schilling-Estes, Hoi Toide on the Outer Banks: The Story of the Ocracoke 
Brogue.  Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997. 
 
86 Personal interview with Chester Lynn, Ocracoke, N.C., April 20, 2008.  All quotations from Chester 
 Lynn that follow are from this interview. 
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87 Emphasis is his. 
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88 That morning, I had been given the honor of carrying the Bible in which this “recording” was made, in a 
boat alongside Karen Amspacher, to the Homecoming. 
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