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Two-and-a-half-year-old Everett Nunnally delivers his heavy load of pumpkins, under the watchful 
gaze of fellow volunteer Karen McPherson.  They were among an army of helpers who unloaded 
pumpkins for the annual pumpkin sale at the First Congregational Church of Chatham, which 
continues through the end of the month.  See additional photos, page 7.
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by Alan Pollock
When white sharks are off the coast of 

Cape Cod, it’s clear that they’re here for a 
single purpose: hunting seals. But tracking 
data shows that white sharks spend the 
off-season far out in the Atlantic, often 
in the dark depths far beyond the edge 
of the continental shelf. A journal article 
co-authored by state shark biologist Greg 
Skomal published Friday considers what 
they might be doing out there.

Analyzing data from 32 white sharks 

concluded that white sharks don’t simply 
migrate from north to south, as previously 
surmised.  The article was published in the 

journal Marine Ecology Progress Series, 
and was written by Skomal, his colleague 
at the Mass. Division of Marine Fisheries 
John Chisholm, Camrin Braun of M.I.T., 
and Simon Thorrold of the Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution. 

Skomal said previous studies of tagged 
white sharks indicated that the predators 
spent all of their time in the relatively 
shallow waters of the continental shelf.  
That’s because the observations came from 

shore, Skomal said in a talk last week at 
the Cape Cod Museum of Natural History.  

What Do White Sharks Do In 
The Middle Of The Atlantic?

New Paper Raises Question

Nickerson Homestead 
Archaeological Dig Finds Evidence Of Hearth 

And Home Of Chatham’s Founder
by Debra Lawless

CHATHAMPORT – An archaeological 
team digging in the woods behind the Nick-
erson Family Association’s property on 
Orleans Road last week made a spectacular 

belonging to William and Anne (Busby) 
Nickerson, the founders of Chatham.

“Locating the site of William Nicker-

for the Nickerson Family Association 
and for the town of Chatham,” said Ron 
Nickerson, until recently the vice-president 
of the NFA.

About a decade ago the Nickersons sank 
a granite marker into the ground to com-

Continued on Page 30
Bruck Brockway of Brewster digs a test pit while 
Blaine Borden of Dennis sifts the soil.
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But analyzing data from satellite tags, it became clear that 
some white sharks venture into deep water.

“We’re seeing these broad-scale movements,” he said.  
The 32 white sharks in the study were tracked for a total 
of 10,427 days, and in the summer they were located all 
along the coast from the Gulf of Mexico to New England.  
In the fall, presumably because of falling water tempera-
tures, the tagged sharks were observed traveling farther 
offshore, into the Sargasso Sea and as far east as the Grand 
Banks.  By winter, some of the sharks had ventured as far 
east as the Azores.   The range constricted again in the 
springtime, with white sharks returning to the coastline 
in the summer.

But the increased range of the white sharks in the study 

sharks spent a great deal of time in waters deeper than 650 
feet, and periodically made dives to around 3,000 feet.  

“The question is, why?” Skomal said.  Researchers 
don’t yet know the answer, though there are two schools 
of thought.  Scientists on the West Coast theorize that 
white sharks are traveling to a similar area in the middle 

said.  The theory is that  the predators are feeding on some 
deep-water prey, “but nobody knows what’s living there 
that they’re feeding on,” Skomal said.

believe the deep dives are related to mating.  Humans 
have never observed white shark mating behavior, though 
mature female sharks are often seen to have bite marks 
on their heads, presumed to be from males.  While re-
searchers have never observed white sharks in the act of 

mating, “it’s thought to be very violent,” Skomal said.  
Likewise, it’s not clear where white sharks are typically 
born, though juveniles are often found in the New York 
Bight between New Jersey and Long Island.

Skomal favors the theory that white sharks are feeding 
in deep waters, “but what they’re feeding on, I have no 
idea,” he said.  That mystery, he hopes, will not remain 
a mystery forever.

3,000 feet?” he asked.  The answer will likely come from 
the use of autonomous underwater vehicles like the ones 
used in trials with the Discovery Channel off Guadalupe 
Island in 2012 and 2015.  In those expeditions, underwater 

successfully followed transponder-tagged sharks, captur-
ing video images at depths of up to 2,000 feet.

“We’re getting close to where I want to be with this 
technology,” Skomal said.  “We’re making baby steps.  
We’re making progress.”

The ongoing white shark population study off Cape 
Cod, funded by the Atlantic White Shark Conservancy, 
is answering other questions about shark behavior when 
they are close to the shoreline.  Beyond pure science, 
researchers want to better understand white shark move-
ments up and down the beach during warm weather “so 
we can protect people who are swimming in the water 
every day.  We think that’s critically important,” he said.  
But understanding where sharks go in the off season is 
important for another reason: conservation.

The tagged sharks in the study published last week 
ventured far from shore, well beyond the jurisdiction of 

-

of the species.

the white shark in the North Atlantic beyond existing 
protection, with implications for future conservation,” 
the study reads.

“We’re making baby steps.  We’re making progress,” Skomal told a 
gathering at the Cape Cod Museum of Natural History last Thursday. 
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memorate the approximate site of William 
and Anne’s homestead. As it turns out, the 
Nickersons who put in the marker were 

lies only about 50 feet from the marker.

settlers in Chatham, establishing the com-

Monomoyick before obtaining a charter 

as the town of Chatham in 1712.  The 
Nickersons came to America 380 years 

before building their homestead on the 
shore of Ryder’s Cove in 1664.

director of the Plymouth Archaeological 
Rediscovery Project, and his three-man 
crew sifted the soil they shoveled from test 

pits in an area straddling land owned by 

led the Nickersons to believe the evidence 
of the homestead was hidden under the 
ground in this overgrown area tangled with 
honeysuckle and other invasive plants that 
had to be cut back to allow the archaeolo-

that Chartier’s crew has explored the area 

occasions the crew dug about 15 test pits; 
this time around, they devoted 40 hours 

Shortly before 8 a.m. each day the crew 

the muddy path through the woods to the 

hovered in the 70s with humidity near 100 
percent under overcast skies. Mosquitoes 
waited for the men at the woody fringes 
of the cleared area.

who paired off and worked with one dig-
ging and the other sifting, found fascinat-
ing items such as a 17th

a Native American spear point, Native 
American pottery fragments, window lead, 
a German stoneware fragment and lots 
and lots of broken pipe stems. The crew 
also found a pipe stem of English origin 
dated between 1661 and 1688. Smoking 
was common in the 17th century.

“If you’re looking for an artifact that 
tells you William Nickerson was living 
here, that’s it,” Chartier said.

Each item was cataloged and bagged. 
As the week progressed, Chartier graphed 
and analyzed material from the test pits 
and developed a clear pattern of where 
household trash had been strewn, further 
narrowing down the site of the actual house 
to an area of undergrowth northwest of the 
trash.

The breakthrough came toward the end 
of the week when Bruce Brockway of 
Brewster and Blaine Borden of Dennis 
began excavating a pit that contained many 

were regularly-sized local stones that the 
Nickersons could have collected on the 
beach in nearby Ryder’s Cove.

Chartier said on Saturday morning, the 

had changed, with the humidity lower and 
a chill in the air at 59 degrees. “It makes it 

its width and depth. They also found two 
fragments of Staffordshire combed slip-
ware dating to the 1670s, increasing the 
probability that Anne Nickerson herself 
cooked meals in this hearth.

By late afternoon the crew had deter-
mined that the hearth measured eight 
by eight feet. “This is a well, well used 
hearth,” Chartier said. He added that he 
was surprised at how well-preserved the 
hearth was as he expected it would have 
been “jumbled up” bricks.

Meanwhile, stains in other test pits in-
dicated where post holes may have once 
been sunk, possibly indicating the corners 

get an idea of the size, this would make 
William Nickerson’s house a bit larger 
than the 19th century Caleb Nickerson 
Homestead that stands at the front of the 

stood in one corner of the house rather than 
in the center. Chartier’s theory is that the 
house was a “hall and parlor”-style house 
facing south. The hall would have been 
larger than the parlor, with the chimney 
and hearth on one end of the house. The 

that perhaps when the Nickersons no longer 
lived in the house someone dismantled it 
and moved it to another location, Chartier 
said.

At about 4 p.m. Saturday afternoon, as 
the crew began to pack up their gear and 
load their cars, Chartier summed up the 

pioneer living on the edge, using Yankee 
ingenuity,” he said. The mix of Native 
American and English pottery fragments 
could indicate amicable relations between 
the pioneers and the natives.

Chartier will now devote about 40 hours 

another 40 to writing a comprehensive 
report. After he issues the report in about 
a month, the Nickersons will have a fuller 
understanding of how their ancestors lived.

State shark biologist Greg Skomal inspects a tag he’s just attached to 
a white shark off Cape Cod.  WAYNE DAVIS / OCEANAERIALS.COM

Archaeologist Craig Chartier and Ron Nickerson of Chatham. 

Two fragments of Staffordshire slipware from the 
hearth. DEBRA LAWLESS PHOTOS


