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North End Farmstead 
MHPC registration # ME449-034; Oliver Brown site.  
 
Oliver Brown purchased Great Hurricane Island in 1831 for $60 and sold in 1848. This is the 
longest period of ownership prior to 1870. We know that Brown was listed in the 1850 Vinalhaven 
fishing census as 49 yeas old and owning a fishing business with 2 vessels and 11 workers. It would 
not be uncommon for islanders to both fish and farm. Further research may show a different initial 
connection with the site but until that is determined it seems appropriate to associate the north end 
farm site with Oliver Brown. 
 
 The setting of this fieldwork was at the north end on Hurricane Island near Gibbon’s Point, 
Vinalhaven, Maine. This region of the island is strewn with boulders and granite outcroppings. 
Throughout the area tufts of shallow soils support grasses, brush, and tress that seldom reach 
climax growth. Except for the presence of apple trees, the vegetation on this end of the island is 
typical of shore side settings throughout Penobscot Bay. Because the setting offers limited 
agricultural potential, some grazing would have been possible but it is unlikely grain fields could 
have succeeded.  

 The island’s north end is 
the area where Native American 
debitage and tools have been 
found. Excavations conducted in 
2015 revealed a shoreline 
roadway along the extreme 
erosion has taken place along the 
north shore trail where the shore 
terrace meets the water’s edge. In 
some places it appears that three 
to four feet were lost over the 
2015-16 winter alone.  
 The historic record 
indicates that residents of the 
industrial community (1870 – 
1914) did harvest clams in this 
area. No mud flats exist in the area 
today to support a bivalve habitat. 
To the southwest a series of the 

foundations sit beside the traveled way. The area is littered with blown down trees and snags.  



 The objective of the fieldwork was to determine the approximate date of farmstead 
structures’ construction, the approximate date of their demise, and understand any relationship its 
occupants may have had with the 1870 – 1914 community established farther south on the island. 
 The main foundation is comprised of dry laid field and shore tumbled stones and is 
buttressed by terraces on the west side and south side. Whereas cut granite was extensively used in 
foundations throughout the village to the south, none was evident in this construction except for a 
cut granite stone with 2 holes that was found in one unit outside the main feature. 
 An interruption in the north wall appeared to be an extended bulkhead to the cellar.  Farther 
to the north is what appears to be a barn foundation parallel to the house foundation. Larger in 
overall dimension, this feature is less robust and served to keep sills and stringers off the ground, 
not to provide a functional cellar component. 
 The well is at the base of steep slope where the soils are the deepest. As with the main 
structure, it is lined with dry laid field and shore tumbled stone. It remains a charged source of 
water today. The well is eighteen feet from the east corner of the house and upslope from the other 
features. 
 
 From August 1 through August 3 of 2016 two transects were laid out (one generally 
northwest/southeast the other generally northeast/southwest) and five test pits were opened. The 
orientation corresponded to the alignment of the foundations and terraces. The builder seems to 
have been influenced by the proximity to the well and the constraints of usable land amidst the 
area’s boulders and ledges. Units in Transect 3 were taken to sterile soil. These units provided the 
best analytic profile.  

 
 The archaeological study exposed a very complex 
occupation of the site. Over 1,200 artifacts were recovered 
during the three-day fieldwork. However, few were of 
diagnostic value. After the main structure’s demise, the 
cellar depression was used extensively as a burn pit and 
disposal area. Some of this took place during the island’s 
Tillson company occupation (1870-1914) and again later 
during the period of Outward Bound occupation (1964 – 
2006.) 
 The location with its raised walls and large 
depression offered a relatively safe site to burn discarded 
debris thus disturbing the original setting and creating an 
extensive overburden. The artifacts most influenced by 
the series of fires over the years were metals and glass.  
Thermo chemical processes accelerated metal corrosion 
and in cases where metals came in contact, mass 
concretions formed.  
 The majority of glass artifacts were distorted by 

warping, discoloration, or melting into globules. Despite these challenges some recovered items do 
provide information on the original occupation of the site and some conclusions can be made. Most 
of the glass shards were from windowpanes. One shard could be identified as from a contemporary 
thermo pane. In some units pockets of pane glass undamaged by heat were recovered. Within this 
these collections of shards an analysis of the average thickness was determined to be 1.95 mm. 
Using six separate studies, an average of manufacturing range of 1845 – 1865 was determined from 
the sampling.  



 Bottle glass shards with embossed lettering (1855 – 1890) were recovered. These were 
mold blown and most represented bitters bottles. A few had been discolored to shades of amethyst 
by long exposure to daylight. These were all recovered below 20 cm indicating a possible pause in 
activity at the site. 
 Metal objects were recovered closer to the surface in Transect 3, Units 2 & 3. Severe 
corrosion and the formation of concretions made most of the items of little diagnostic value. Those 
that could be used showed nails and screws from very recent periods to 19th century machine cut 
square nails and a few hand forged spikes.  
 A rim fired cartridge casing from a Smith & Wesson revolver (first produced in 1860) was 
recovered. Aluminum flashing fragments were found as well as light weight metal poles 
representing recent activity. 
 Except for one shard from a stoneware jar all ceramic shards were ironstone with a clear 
white field. This is typical of most the ceramics found within the village where the same ware 
dominates. Most were found between 40 and 60 cm in Unit 1. A ceramic marble was found on a 
stonewall close by the foundation of the main structure. 
 Most of the faunal remains were found in Transect 3, Unit 1 between 20 – 60 cm. Several 
exhibited butcher marks. None were calcined.  Fowl, waterfowl, and bovine typologies were 
identified. 
 Coal and clinkers were found in the upper strata of all the units. Coal was used extensively 
during the Tillson era both in running heavy machinery and the numerous blacksmith forges as well 
as heating the homes and boarding houses. Ash was used for road fill and can be found throughout 
the island.  
 Three clothing buttons were found. All are made from synthetic 
material. Two were of contemporary origin. The third button was produced 
using a process known as prosser that was utilized between 1840 and 1853. 
This style button was commonly used for men’s dress shirts. 
 It seems likely that this farmstead on the north end of Hurricane 
Island predated the establishment of the industrial community that was first 
established in 1870. There are some indicators that this was constructed 
around the middle of the nineteenth century. However, there is not enough 
known at this writing to confirm that assumption. Further work outside the 
foundation needs to be conducted. It is suggested that future work focus 
around the well feature and between the back wall of the foundation and the area to the northeast. 
These settings should be less exposed to post occupation activity. 
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Starting UTM For T3 Transect: 
19T Easting    508831 
         Northing 4876214 
 
 



The depth profile from Transect 3 units by most frequent artifact type (east to west): 
  
 T3  U1 to 60 cm  located just outside the foundation wall 
 T3  U2 to 60 cm  located within the central part of the cellar 
 T3  U3 to 60 cm  located in the bulkhead feature 
 
 T4  U1 to 20 cm  located outside the terrace by the traveled way 
 T4  U2 to 10 cm  located up slope to the rear of the house 
 
Excavation depth by unit: 
 
Ceramics 
             Unit 3           Unit 2            Unit 1 
 
  0 – 20 cm 1  0  1 
 
21 – 40 cm 0  0  5 
 
41 – 60 cm 0  0               16 

 
 
Metal 
               Unit 3             Unit 2               Unit 1 
 
  0 – 20 cm            26              106   5 
 
21 – 40 cm            67      1                20 
 
41 – 60 cm    0    0                61 
 
Faunal 
               Unit 3             Unit 2               Unit 1 
 
  0 – 20 cm   0    2    3 
 
21 – 40 cm   0    1                 21 
 
41 – 60 cm   1    0                 19 
 
Glass 
               Unit 3             Unit 2               Unit 1 
 
  0 – 20 cm            17                 44                   81 
 
21 – 40 cm            22                 15                220 
 
41 – 60 cm          158     1      9 
 
Coal/Clinkers 
               Unit 3             Unit 2               Unit 1 
 
  0 – 20 cm 3/2                 6/5                 13/4 
 
21 – 40 cm 4/1      0                 11/8 
    
41 – 60 cm 3/0  0/1         0 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Soil Analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Soils on the north end of Hurricane Island are LrE. Lyman – Rock Outcrop Tunbridge Complex with 
15% to 45% Slope 
 

Description: glaciated soils on low coastal ridges; 40% Lyman soil, 30% exposed granite, 
10% Tunbridge soil, 20% other soils, rapid surface runoff, erosion a hazard, poor for 
farming, white pine potential (although Hurricane only has one white pine.) 
  
Lyman – shallow, excessively drained, bedrock depth 16”, subsoil dusty red fine grain loam, 
water capacity low. 
 
Tunbridge – moderately deep, well drained, 3” forest litter, very dark brown2’ fine sandy 
loam, subsoil 24” reddish brown fine sandy loam to dark yellowish brown gravely fine sand 
loam, bedrock depth 31”, water capacity moderate. 

 
 

The three units that were within the immediate context of the foundation were all taken down to 
the same depth and exhibited similar soil profiles: 

 

 

      No E Horizon was present. 

0 – 6 cm  
 
7 – 13 cm Sandy Loam; 7.5YR 2.5/1 (Very 
Dark Brown) 
 
 
14 – 68 cm Sandy Clay Loam; 5YR 2.5/1 
(Dark Redish Brown) to 10YR 2/2 (Very 
Dusky Red); increased size of pebbles with 
as depth increased. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
69 cm 2YR 5/3 (Red); presence of mottles 

Soil profile is averaged from the three completed units within the context of the foundation complex. 
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