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THE NEWEST LAND ON THE CAPE
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EARLY USES
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• Salt Hay
• Storage of spars , rigging 

and cargo for coastal 
shipping

• Forage for cattle
• Clams
• Access to Oyster Island 

(Oyster Harbors/Grand 
Island)



WHO WAS SAMPSON?
Squire Josiah Sampson (1754-1829) 
inherited the island from his mother 
Desiree Crocker. The Crockers were given 
the land by the “Proprietors” in 1708.

Sampson is best known for “Sampson’s 
Folly,” his home on Old King’s Road.

Daniel Childs, a salt maker, bought the 
island from Sampson’s descendants in 
two transactions in 1837 and 1839 for 
$105. It isn’t known if he used Sampson’s 
as a saltworks
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OWNERS OF 
SAMPSON’S ISLAND  
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1. John Crocker was granted the island in 1708 by the 
“proprietors.

2. Desiree Crocker, great granddaughter of John Crocker 
bequeathed the island to her son, Joseph Sampson

3. Daniel Childs, salt maker, bought the island in two 
transactions in 1837 and 1839 from Sampson’s cousin Ezra 
Crocker and Josiah Sampson Jr.

4. Charlotte Davidson, a summer resident of Cotuit, bought 
Sampson’s from Child’s descendants for $275 in 1885

5. Horace Sears, Boston textile manufacturer, bought the 
island from Davidson in 1906

6. His secretary, Harry L. Bailey, inherited Sears’ estate and 
the island in 1923.

7. Bailey, persuaded by Cotuit bird watcher Alva Morrison, 
donated the island to the Massachusetts Audubon Society 
in 1953



OWNERS OF DEAD NECK
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1. In 1706 the Wampanoag tribe sued white cattlemen for 
trespassing. The cattle drovers had been fording West Bay 
at “Wading Place” to pasture their cattle in the salt 
marshes on Grand Island.

2. Legal fees forced the Wampanoags to sell the island to the 
Lovell’s

3. The Lovell’s made salt along the Seapuit River
4. Lucina Lovell sells the spit to Cotuit postmaster Charles C. 

Bearse and Captains Alexander Childs and Andrew Lovell 
for $80 in 1866.

5. Bearse and other sell to William Childs of Brooklyn in 1874
6. Childs sells to Andrew Lovell and Charles Bearse in 1874
7. They sold to the syndicate developing Grand Island, 

“Oyster Harbor Inc.”
8. Paul Mellon buys Dead Neck from Oyster Harbors Inc. in 

1986 for $1
9. In 1999 his widow, Rachel Mellon, donated the land to 

Three Bays Preservation



WHY IS IT CALLED DEAD NECK?
Why was it “dead?” Probably because nothing of value 
would grow on it. 

Why was it a “neck?”: old English topographical term 
for an appendage of land jutting out from the mainland

Access to Dead Neck was from the end of Sea View 
Avenue in Osterville.
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Earliest known map of Sampson’s
Circa 1775 by Bassett
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1775 – Blasko
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1790 - DesBarres
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1858
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GULL ISLAND
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Gull Island
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First appearance of the Cut

Sampson’s Joins Dead Neck



23



24



25



26



27

Popponesset Spit recedes. Oregon Spit still exists.
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19th &20th Century Hurricanes in Cotuit
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• 1877 – hurricane
• 1879 – tropical storm
• 1889 – hurricane
• 1896 – hurricane
• 1904 – hurricane
• 1907 - hurricane
• 1916- hurricane
• 1923- hurricane
• 1924 – hurricane
• 1934 – hurricane
• 1938 – hurricane
• 1944 – two hurricanes
• 1954 – Edna
• 1959 - Cindy
• 1961 – Esther
• 1972 – Carrie
• 1991 – Bob
• 2006 - Beryl



The Osterville Cut
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Orville D. Lovell
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• Born in Osterville in 1839
• Son of Captain George Lovell and Adeline Hallett
• Married Augusta Bearse in 1870
• Joined the New York City firm of F.H. Lovell & Co

• Founded by his brother Franklyn
• Manufacturers of railroad and marine lighting 

fixtures
• Retired to Osterville in 1891



The Lovell Petition of 1876
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• The Lovell’s owned Dead Neck 
from 1737 until the end of the 
Civil War

• Lovell’s home and boathouse 
were located in East Bay

• Avid hunter, he shot birds with 
fellow Osterville resident Nathan 
West in Waquoit, Cape Pogue, 
and Naushon from his catboat the 
Comfort

• In 1876, during the peak of his 
winter hunting, Lovell and 113 
others petitioned the legislature 
for:

“…authority to construct a 
… cut through the beach 
between the necks.”



Yachtsman, hunter, cad?
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• Lovell owned several boats, mostly modified 
catboats built in Osterville

• His favorite pastime was winter sailing  and bird 
hunting expeditions from East Bay to Waquoit , 
Chappaquidick and Naushon aboard his catboat 
Comfort

• He was accompanied by Nathan West and Howard 
Marston

• In 1888, Lovell sued  Marston for libel after 
Marston accused him in writing of sending 
anonymous love letters to Marston’s wife



Why a Cut?
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“A cut would greatly advance their business and 
convenience, and that this strip of beach was gradually 
washing away, and would within a few years leave such 
a passage by the natural action of the waves.”



Age of Canals, Jetties and Breaching Salt Ponds
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• Erie Canal opened in 1825
• Suez Canal opened in 1869
• Panama Canal company founded by the French in 1876
• Cape Cod Canal proposed as early as 1623
• Jeremiah’s Gutter dug in Orleans in 1717
• Breaching salt ponds is a tradition on the Cape and Islands dating back to Colonial times



Cotuit’s Opposition
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A counter-petition was immediately filed in 1876 
by Capt. Thomas Chatfield, Capt. Carlton Nickerson 
and 43 other Cotuit residents.

“The cutting of such a channel would prove an injury to the harbor of Cotuit; that it would 
lessen the current on the ebb tide; by which the Cotuit channel was kept open over the bar; 
and that it would make an island of Dead Neck, so called, and destroy the means of getting 
teams onto Grand Island, so called, which had lately been purchased by New York parties, 
who intended to erect buildings for summer residences there. The petition also stated that 
between twenty-five and thirty vessels winter at Cotuit annually, and required all the water 
then on the bar at average tides to pass in and out.” Annual Report of the Commission on 
Harbors, 1877



Cotuit’s concerns
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1. The current through Cotuit’s channel would be reduced, necessitating future dredging to keep Cotuit open to 
coastal schooners, of which over three dozen would ride out the winter inside of Cotuit Bay.

2. Losing the channel would mean the loss of a winter harbor of refuge for more than 30 coastal schooners
3. The most convenient way to access Oyster Harbor/Grand Island from Osterville – Wading Place -- would be lost
4. The oyster beds would suffer from the change in water flow and sedimentation caused by the dredge.



Cotuit & Shipping
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Cotuit-Nantucket Course

Prevailing Winter Winds

Prevailing Summer Winds



Further study requested by the state
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“Proposed Inlet at Osterville: The parties petitioning for the privilege of making 
this cut, proposed to do the work at their own expense, and no objection would 
probably have been made by the committee had there been no remonstrants. 
These remonstrants represented that the entrance to Cotuit Port would probably 
be injured by the creation of a new outlet, not only because the flow of the tide 
through the present entrance would thus be reduced, but also because the 
currents along the outside beach and bar of Cotuit would be changed. An 
inspection instituted by the Board, seemed to warrant the conclusion that the 
cut, if successfully made and maintained, would reduce the flowage over Cotuit 
Bar, and tend to reduce the depth in something like the same proportion, but 
that no essential change in the currents along the outside coast would occur. 
Without a regular gauging of the tides in the lagoons, the amount of injury to the 
present entrance, which the creation of another opening would cause, cannot be 
estimated closely.”



The West Petition of 1897
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• Filed by Captain Nathan E. West, a hunting companion of Lovell  
• Born and raised in Mashpee, West had been a sailor most of his life
• The legislature passed a bill
• The survey was conducted over the summer of 1897
• Hearings were conducted in Cotuit and Osterville



Osterville vs. Cotuit
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• Cotuit hearing was attended by 59 people
• Cotuit claimed:

• Commerce from oysters, quahogs and cordwood was valued at 
$22,000 per year

• 425 tons of coal were shipped from Cotuit annually
• 150,000 feet of lumber

“No voice was heard to express a desire for the proposed channel, if it 
were likely to result in shoaling Cotuit bar off the entrance to the 
harbor. The proposed channel would be used largely by fishing boats 
and pleasure yachts from Osterville, which are now obliged to sail 
down through North Bay, the Narrows and Cotuit Bay, a distance of 4 
½ miles, before entering the Sound.” - Commission of Harbors Report

• Osterville hearing was attended by 66 people



The Survey
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• Conducted by Frank Hogdon, Civil Engineer
• Considered two options:

• Eel River
• Dead Neck

• Recommended a channel 175 feet dredged to a 
thee foot depth (at low waer)

• Recommended wooden jetties to keep the 
channel clear but warned they would last only 5 
years

• Estimated a budget of $22,133 for the jetty and 
the  excavation of 50,000 cubic yards of sand



The Digging – 1899-1900
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• The contract was awarded to George 
H. Cavanaugh and began in the fall of 
1899

• The decision was made to go with a 
100-foot channel vs. the 175-feet 
recommended by Hogdon

• The jetties were built first and 
completed in August 1899

• The channel was dug out quickly 
enough that the first boats 
unofficially used the cut during the 
summer of 1899

• The cut was officially opened in the 
summer of 1900



Littoral Drift and Longshore Dynamics
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The Impact of Jetties & Groins

46• Cotuit Chronicles



Erosion Rates
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“Long-term and short-term rates of shoreline 
change in the Cape Cod South region show 
erosion and accretion trends that appear to 
be influenced by shoreline stabilization 
structures such as jetties and groin fields. 
Relatively small beach nourishment projects 
are also common on the southern shore of 
Cape Cod and may have also affected the 
rates of shoreline change.”
Massachusetts Shoreline Change Mapping 
and Analysis Project, 2013 Update



Accretion Rates
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Accretion rate for 
the build up of the 
Cotuit end of 
Sampson’s indicates 
the point is growing 
2 meters towards 
Cotuit every year.



The Growth of the Point
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“Presently, the narrowest 
section of the inlet channel 
between the mainland and 
Sampsons Island is 230 feet 
wide. Before the 1940’s, Cotuit 
Bay Inlet had been an 800-foot-
wide entrance.”
Coastal Structures and Solutions 
to Coastal Disasters 2015



The way it used to be
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The way it is today
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The “Olmsted Project” Cotuit Chronicles



Polo, Tennis and a Beach Club



Dredging
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The first recorded dredging project was 
performed in 1934

Dredging continued in 1947 and in 1967

Maintenance dredging was performed in the 
early 2000s but the size of the point was not 
reduced

Private efforts to buttress the Osterville end 
of Dead Neck was performed in the 1990s 
using a helicopter

The current project was proposed by Mass 
Audubon and Three Bays in 2014. It was 
originally proposed to dredge 134,000 cubic 
yards of sand from Sampson’s and use the 
spoils to build up the beach next to the Cut
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DREDGING PROJECT WINTER OF 2019
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JFK AND FAMILY AT SAMPSONS – JULY 1963

(10:42)



THANK YOU

David@churbuck.com

www.churbuck.com


