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A STORY OF SEA OATS

IN the fall of 1908, Nathaniel Gould walked
down the beach at Bodie Island, an unlikely
place to farm, with unlikely seeds to plant.

Three or more years before, he had sown
the seeds of his first crop: odd bits of driftwood,
uprooted yaupon and myrtle bushes and a mis-
cellaneous flotsam of barrel staves and fish
boxes. Interspersed between this random har-
vest culled from the sea were bristling rows of
fence posts running parallel to the ocean, cut
from the tops of young pines, their needles left
clinging to catch the wind’s drift.

The orderly piles of debris had taken root,
and out of those brushy furrows grew long,
lovely rows of sand.

Now Gould was ready to sow his second
crop, though it would produce no grain fit for
the table. His goal was not to harvest these
oats, but to let them take root in the sand,
spreading laterally, and then each autumn,
cast their seed on the ocean breeze, until soon,
ridges of dunes would rise up out of the hard-
packed beach that now stretched for miles
with nothing to break the wind or the waves.

These were sea oats, and he hoped the
botanists in Boston were right, and that
this sturdy species, Uniola paniculata, would
stabilize the beach and keep the ocean from
overwashing the ponds he maintained for
waterfowl hunting at the Bodie Island Club.

Martha, his 4-year-old daughter, trailed
along beside him, and he let Mattie, as she was
called, put her hand into the burlap sack and
draw from it handfuls of the flat, straw-colored
oats to spill out onto the sand row, where
almost as soon as the sawtooth-edged seeds
landed, the wind covered them over with a
thin layer of sand.

Gould, the former keeper of the Chatham
Beach Lifesaving Station, had begun visiting
Cape Hatteras regularly beginning in 1893,
and in 1898 he moved to Roanoke Island to
open a hotel there. While owner of the
Chatham Beach Hotel at Cape Cod, he had
watched the aftermath of the destruction of
maritime forests on both of these northern
and southern capes, and wrote articles decrying
their loss.

Once heavily forested with live oak and
cedar, Hatteras [sland had become a source of
ships’ timbers beginning about 1820, and it
was after this that the island began to change
dramatically.

The Cape Harteras Light Station, sur-
rounded by maritime forest in 1803, by 1870,
stood watch over an open landscape left with
only beach grass and shrub thickets to make
a stand against the blowing sands. Even that
vegetation, forage for free-roaming livestock,
gradually disappeared.

4 OUTERBANKSGUIDES.COM DUCK m COROLLA m NORTHERN BEACHES






