
First Colony Barrel Beach Project Update: 10 June 2010 

The Institute for International Maritime Research, Inc (IIMR), working for the 
First Colony Foundation, and under the direction of Dr Gordon Watts, assisted 
by Josh Daniel, Dr Ray Hayes, and Bill Utley, conducted Part 1 of the 2010 
continuing survey searching for the Lost Colony of 1587. The survey was 
conducted with the cooperation of the National Park Service. The work, which 
lasted from 16 to 22 May, consisted of sand lift operations testing a shallow area 
off the northeast end of Roanoke Island, NC.  

The area, known locally as “barrel beach”, is an area in National Park Service 
waters adjoining Fort Raleigh Park land (Figure 1).  It was in the area in the 1990s 
that the remains of two barrel wells were found just in very shallow water off a 
small sand beach east of the Lost Colony theater complex.  It was also in this area 
that an axe head was found dating back to the end of the 16th century. 

 

Figure  1.  Shoreline at the northwest extremity of Barrel Beach. 

During the underwater investigation off Barrel Beach a weather day provided an 
opportunity for a reconnaissance of Alder Branch.  The heavily wooded high 



ground around the head of the creek north of Highway 264 appears to be a 
worthwhile area for remote sensing and testing (Figure 2).  Along the eastern 
bank of the creek south of Highway 264 also appears to be a potentially 
advantageous area for extending the search for the settlement site.  Alder Branch 
could have been an important source of fresh water for the colonists.  Four 
centuries ago the water table could have been very different and Alder Branch a 
much more dynamic stream. 

 

Figure 2.  Alder Branch Headwater. 

 

Wind conditions plagued the first three days of the underwater investigation.  Since the 
area is so shallow, relatively calm conditions were needed to position the support boat, 
which had to anchor just off a submerged anti-erosion barrier. The boat was needed to 
deploy and run the dredge pump, and the water depth was just under 4 feet at the 
anchor location (Figure 3).  



During four days of work, the team laid out a lane 100 feet long by 5 feet wide from just 
off shore, through and past the area where the first barrel well was recovered.  Another 
lane was laid perpendicular to the main lane through the area of the recovered barrel 
well for a distance of ten feet on either side. Both lanes were recorded by GPS.  
 



 

Figure 3.  Support boat outside the breakwater and excavation inside that feature. 

 

Additionally, the entire beach front was recorded by GPS for future reference regarding 
erosion or deposition. A ten-foot water probe was also used to test the depth of the sand 
(Figure 4). The probe easily penetrated to its extreme length without resistance, 
evidence of a very thick sand layer and no clay underneath.  

A 5-foot wide trench 100 feet long was established (Figure 5) perpendicular to the 
shoreline and across the location of one of the previously recovered wells (Figure 6).  
Within the confines of the trench, a water powered induction dredge was used to 
excavate sand.  Excavated material was sifted through hardware cloth to recover 
artifacts (Figure 7).  At the approximate location of the well site, a concentration of 
material, primarily prehistoric ceramics, was identified and the trench was expanded 
both 10 feet east and west of the original alignment.  Artifacts from each 5-foot section 
of the trench and extensions were bagged and tagged with that provenience.  Pie charts 
associated with each section of the trench illustrate the distribution and type of material 
recovered during the excavation (Figure 8). 



 

Figure  4.  Probing to establish the depth of sand at the test site. 

 



 

Figure 5.  Ray Hayes and Josh Daniel drive stakes to identify the test trench and GPS 
the location. 

 

Figure 6.  Location and configuration of the Barrel Beach test trench. 



 

 

Figure 7.  Bill Utley and Josh Daniel excavation and sifting the dredge spoil for 
artifacts. 

While the majority of material from the test trench proved to be modern, prehistoric 
and earlier historic artifacts were also recovered.  Although not yet analized, the 
prehistoric material consisted entirely of small sherds of pottery.  Some with surface 
decoration and most appear to be associated with the Colington Island culture (Figure 
9).  Several fragments of 18th and early 19th century historic ceramic types were also 
recovered (Figure 10).  The 18th century material included a kaolin pipe bowl fragment 
(Figure 11).  The modern glass recovered spanned the late 19th and 20th century.  Most 
consisted of bottle fragments (Figure 12).  Analysis of the recovered artifacts is being 
carried out by one of Dr. Eric Klingelhofer’s capable students. 

Plans for additional testing in the Barrel Beach area include additional work early this 
fall.  Additional testing will be carried out at the location of the eastern barrel well site.  
Tests will also be located along the contour where the majority of the prehistoric and 
18th century material was recovered.  In addition, a hand-held magnetometer will also 
be used to determine if earlier ferrous objects can be identified. 

 



 

Figure 8.  Preliminary classification and distribution of material recovered from the 
test trench. 



 

Figure 9.  An example of prehistoric ceramic sherds from the test trench. 

 

Figure 10. Historic ceramic fragments from the excavation trench. 



 

Figure 11.  Fragment of an 18th century kaolin pipe bowl. 

 

Figure 12. Late 19th century bottle neck fragment and 18th century earthenware shard 
from the test trench. 



The 2010 underwater investigation and Alder Branch reconnaissance was carried out 
with support from the First Colony Foundation, the Waitt Institute for Discovery and 
the Institute for International Maritime Research. 
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