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By Schuyler Ritter  

     Editor's note: For an enlarged view of figures, simply zoom in on your computer. 

Several years ago, Jay Bumpus of Beaufort, NC, gave me an artifact 

which appears to be a canoe outrigger. His late wife, Evelyn Harris 

Bumpas,1 noted the artifact was found in a marsh on Core Sound and 

stored in a shed on the family property in Stacy, NC (Fig. 1, Top view of 

outrigger) (Fig. 2, Bottom view of outrigger).  

  

Figure 1 

 

Figure 2 

The artifact is more oval in cross-section and measures approximately 

104” in length and 7.5” in width at its widest point (Fig. 3, Comparison 



of outrigger with modern eight-foot surfboard). The outrigger does not 

appear to have been made with iron or steel tools.  

 

 

Figure 3 

There are three potential attachment holes, close to one another, that 

measure approximately:  

0.47" diameter x 0.94" deep 

0.47" diameter x 0.87" deep 

0.47" diameter x 0.43" deep          

   

Figure 4 



 

The diameter varies slightly for each hole. The bottom of each hole is 

rough and uneven, and the shafts do not go straight down. They go into 

the wood at different angles. These could be manmade, drilled, 

attachment holes or possibly even worm or boring clam holes (Fig. 4. 

Drilled attachment holes?).  

 

Local historians opined that this artifact was a Native American canoe 

outrigger. An outrigger's fundamental purpose is to provide additional 

stability to a watercraft. As the currents and winds on and around Core 

Sound can be tumultuous, the artifact might have been used as an 

outrigger to help stabilize a canoe. The problem with this theory is there 

are extremely strong arguments against this outrigger being early Native 

American in origin. 

 

Primary resources on the 16th and early 17th-century, French and 

English, new-world explorers and chroniclers, such as Le Moyne, Le 

Challeux, Barlowe, White, De Bry, Hariot, and the Jamestown folks, as 

well as an assortment of 16th through 18th-century maps covering the 

area were reviewed. There is no primary documentation or physical 

evidence that coastal Native Americans, of any period, living from 

Virginia to Florida, utilized outriggers on their canoes/dugouts.  

 



Figure 5 shows Theodore De Bry's 1590 engraving of John White's 

watercolor of Indians fishing from a dugout canoe. Note that there are no 

outriggers on this canoe. White was the governor of what became the 

"Lost Colony". De Bry published this engraving in his Grands et petits 

voyages (America). White's original watercolors reside in the British 

Museum (Fig. 5, 1590 De Bry engraving of Indians fishing in a dugout 

canoe). 

  Figure 5 



 

Further, noted authority on coastal Indians, Dr. Beverly Straub, was 

contacted by the editor for her opinion. She, too, was unaware of any 

documentation or physical evidence that coastal Native Americans used 

outriggers on their canoes.  

 

The April 14, 2015, Fort Raleigh article, Indian Canoes of Eastern 

North Carolina,2 notes water transportation was essential to the long-

established way of life of Native Americans. Also, throughout eastern 

North Carolina, Native Americans used just one kind of watercraft, the 

dugout canoe. The design and construction of this type of watercraft was 

similar throughout the region, being a heavy, blunt-ended, single-log, 

dugout canoe. 

 

Another article, Ancient Pots and Dugout Canoes...,3 describes how in 

1984 extreme fire and weather conditions lowered the water level and 

exposed various Native American artifacts in Lake Phelps, NC. Lake 

Phelps is located within the Pettigrew State Park located within 

Washington and Tyrrell Counties, NC. Among the artifacts identified 

and examined were 30 partial to complete single-log dugout canoes 

dating from approximately 2,400 BC to 1,400 AD. Favorable low or no-

oxygen environmental conditions in the lake sediments covering the 

artifacts preserved the canoes until they were recovered and examined in 

the 1980s.   



 

 

The Lake Phelps canoes were of similar design and construction as other 

Native American log canoes recovered from Virginia to Florida. These 

prehistoric canoes show no evidence of being fitted with outriggers. 

Furthermore, no outriggers have been recovered archaeologically in this 

area (Figs. 6 & 7, Prehistoric dugout canoes from Lake Phelps).   

 

 

 
Figure 6 

 

                



                 Figure 7 



Based on the lack of documentation or physical evidence, it is safe to 

say that the subject outrigger is not prehistoric or early historic Native 

American from eastern North Carolina. The question remains, what is it? 

Outrigger canoes are well known in the Pacific Islands (Fig. 8, Pacific 

Island outrigger canoe), and the subject outrigger certainly resembles the 

style used in the Pacific. It is possible that a seafarer, having traveled to 

the Pacific Islands and observed local outrigger canoes, brought the 

outrigger back to the eastern United States in the 19th or early 20th 

century. If this is, indeed, the case, this outrigger should be made of an 

exotic wood. However, it appears to be cypress or white cedar, locally 

known as juniper. 

 

 

Figure 8 

 



 

To help determine the artifact’s origin, a wood sample was taken and 

sent to the U.S. Forest Service, Forest Products Laboratory, Madison, 

WI. In May 2021, the Center for Wood Anatomy Research Identification 

Service reported that the artifact was made of Chamaecyparis cf. 

thyoides, Atlantic white cedar. This species is native to the mid-Atlantic 

states and grows in abundance in and around the swampy estuaries of 

eastern North Carolina. The wood identification indicates the artifact 

was most likely made in the mid-Atlantic states, possibly close to where 

it was found. The idea for the subject outrigger might have come from 

the Pacific Islands, but the outrigger itself did not. 

 

Of importance, local Native Americans primarily used Atlantic white 

cedar and cypress trees for constructing their log canoes. The length of 

this artifact (assuming it is an outrigger) suggests that the canoe was 

likely smaller than the earlier versions of dugout canoes found among 

mid-Atlantic inhabitants. These single-log canoes were often large 

enough to hold up to 20 individuals. However, as canoe building 

evolved, some later Indians, European settlers, and enslaved or freed 

African Americans reduced the size of these watercraft. It is documented 

that some Native Americans and colonists even began using a double-

logged catamaran-like canoe which provided additional stability when 

transporting tobacco and other goods.4  

 



A small Native American tribe, the Coree,5 lived in present-day coastal 

Carteret and Craven Counties, NC. When first described in 1701, 

English settlers estimated only 125 Coree’s remained due to infectious 

disease epidemics and warfare. During the first half of 18th century, the 

surviving Coree apparently merged with other North Carolina Native 

American tribes or intermarried with local settlers. The Coree have been 

considered an extinct tribe since the second half of the 18th century.  

Based on where they lived, the Coree (for whom Core Sound is named) 

would have made and utilized log canoes.  

 

That the artifact survived in relatively good condition may be due to 

several factors. First, oral tradition has it being found on the Outer 

Banks, NC during the first quarter of the 20th Century and then stored in 

a shed on the Harris family property in Stacy, NC, until it was displayed 

during the early 2000s in Evelyn and Jay Bumpus' store, The Peddler, 

222 A Front Street, Beaufort NC. This tradition is plausible as Homer 

Harris (Evelyn’s Grandfather) was a surfman and a member of the boat 

crew at the U.S. Life Saving Station on Portsmouth Island, NC, from 

1905 to 1929 (Fig. 9, Surfman, Homer Harris) (Fig. 10, U.S. Life Saving 

Station on Portsmouth Island, NC). The members of the crew resided at 

the station from December 1st through May 31st until 1918. After 1918 

and until the Station was decommissioned on June 1, 1937, the crew 

resided full time on Portsmouth Island, NC.6 



                 Figure 9 

  Figure 10 

 



 

 

The Stacy, NC, family home located in eastern Carteret County, where 

the outrigger was stored, was passed from Homer Harris to Alvin Harris 

(1904 - 1975) and then to Evelyn Harris. It was sold out of the family in 

the 2010s. 

 

The second factor potentially contributing to the survival of the 

outrigger is it is made of Atlantic white cedar, a local durable wood 

naturally resistant to rotting. I have personally recovered late 19th and 

20th-century, wood, duck decoys made of white cedar from eastern 

Virginia tidal marshes.  

 

This outrigger is not prehistoric or early colonial. Furthermore, its 

physical condition indicates that it has not been heavily weathered or 

buried in an anaerobic environment, conditions that would be expected if 

it were 250-plus years old. However, it still could have been crafted to 

stabilize a canoe late in the 18th century or early 19th century for 

transportation, hunting waterfowl, or for fishing by an American of 

European descent, by an enslaved or freed African American, or by a 

Native American still residing in the area.   

 

 



 

The possibility that the artifact is a canoe outrigger conceived by or 

made and used by an enslaved or freed African American is intriguing. 

Archeological Society of Virginia member, Brendan Burke, has been 

doing research on log canoes. The editor contacted him and asked the 

same question posed to Dr. Straub about any evidence of outrigger use 

by Native Americans from Virginia to Florida. Burke responded he was 

unaware of such use in the Chesapeake area. However, he did present an 

extremely important suggestion stating "It is entirely possible that 

something closely approximating an outrigger may have been used, 

especially by early enslaved Africans if such naval architecture was 

imported from the Bight of Biafra". This is, indeed, a distinct possibility. 

Tragically, throughout the 18th century and into the early 19th century, 

hundreds of thousands of captured and enslaved Africans were exported 

from the central coast of west Africa in the Gulf of Guinea area, many of 

whom were sold in Virginia and North Carolina. If outrigger canoes 

were in use in this timeframe in this area of Africa, it is reasonable to 

believe that this tradition was brought with them from their homeland 

(Fig. 11, Homann Erben 1724 map of central coast of west Africa, 

arrows indicate Bight of Benin and Bight of Biafra [properly Bonney], 

zoom to enlarge). Interestingly, there is a canoe shown in the cartouche 

of the map in Fig. 11, but it is not fitted with an outrigger. 



   

Figure 11 

 

In his book, The Waterman’s Song, Slavery and Freedom in Maritime 

North Carolina,7 David S. Cecelski states: 

 

"Nowhere was the magnitude of African American influences on 

maritime life greater than along the perilous seacoast and vast estuaries 

that stretch a hundred miles from the Outer Banks into the interior of 

North Carolina." 



"The number of black men working full time as fishermen or boatmen or 

in other maritime trades probably ranged from as little as one percent on 

the upper reaches of the tidewater rivers to as much as 50 percent or 

more on the Outer Banks."  

 

"Far to the east, at Portsmouth Island, slave crews piloted vessels 

through Ocracoke Inlet, lightened their cargos, and then guided them to 

distant seaports on the other side of the Albemarle and Pamlico Sounds.  

Similar boats (to those dugouts made on the Outer Banks) were used 

extensively in west Africa, and many colonial-era slaves had experience 

building and handling them in their native lands."  

 

Cecelski does not, however, mention outriggers. It is still possible, 

though, outriggers were used in this area of west Africa and such 

tradition arrived in Virginia and North Carolina with enslaved Africans 

in the slave trade. No clear, positive evidence of this scenario of 

outrigger use could be found. 

 

There is still another logical explanation for the origin of the outrigger. It 

well could have been made late in the 19th century or early in the 20th 

century by a waterman or as part of a hobbyist, sportsman, or even a 

youth project and that it was lost in a storm or discarded in a marsh near 

where it was found. 

 



Local traditions are often incorrect but usually are based on some 

element of truth. In the case of this particular outrigger, the local 

tradition that it was an outrigger for a Native American canoe likely is 

incorrect. The tradition that it was found in a Core Sound marsh by a 

member of the Harris family is convincing. Bottom line is we will never 

know who actually made and used this outrigger. 

 

Some have questioned if this artifact is actually an outrigger. To answer 

this, I can only refer to the old saying "If it looks like a duck, walks like 

a duck, and quacks like a duck, it is a duck". In the case of this artifact, it 

looks like an outrigger, floats like an outrigger, and is the size of an 

outrigger; therefore, it must be an outrigger. That said, I am certainly 

willing to entertain other suggestions. 
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