
High Tide. NJ’s  N Branch Rancocas Creek
 Photograph  Joe Pluck’s Hot Air Ballon, July, 2024.



Cast Away Island  - NJ’s Quintessential Natural Resource -   Environmental Resource Inventory

North Branch Rancocas Creek   -   Rancocas Creek Water Trail

All Photos from Cast Away Island
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Preamble:  Cast Away Island - Environmental  Resource  Inventory

High Tide - Eastern Viewshed

 Looking Up North Branch, Rancocas Creek 
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Who's that knocking ?   

North Branch Rancocas Creek Water Trail

Photo by
 ks337

Naturally, here is where we find a 

peaceful, tranquil symmetry of 

nature, tides, history, heritage, 

people and community

Art by Luke



Cast Away Island ERI

Enroute Cast Away Island - Timbuctoo 

North Branch - Rancocas Creek Water Trail

Photo by
 ks337

Cast Away Island is an isolated partially submerged 15 acres 
oligohaline wild-rice marsh on the North Branch of New 
Jersey’s Rancocas Creek.  It is naturally protected, sheltered 
and isolated by Rancocas State Park and Long Bridge 
Burlington County Park.

Bathed by twice-daily tides and constantly flowing past amber 
Pine Barrens waters, the island sits in the apex of New 
Jersey’s largest remaining colonies of wild rice, hosts eagles, 
kingfishers, turtles, migrating fish and numerous other 
wildlife.  It also supports year-round multi-use. 

For centuries the Rancocas Creek has supported people - 
from Native Americans to early American intrigue, the 
underground rail-road and so also 19th-century sand and clay 
mining. Historic maps and WPA charts show how navigation 
shaped the Rancocas Creek Cast Away Island maritime 
cultural landscapes and communities.

Art by Luke



US Gazette  16 March 1814

Cast Away Island



Extraction Method for Clay/Sand Holes Along a Tidewater Creek/River  (as an example)

Cast Away Island ERI 7

Cast Away Island 

Clay and Sand Pits 

Cement, mud, and "muddies" : Willmott, Frank G

North Branch Rancocas Creek



Sections
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Cast Away
Island

Cover Photo: Looking East.  High Tide. N Branch Rancocas Creek Water Trail .   State of NJ Rancocas Natural Area , left.  
Cast Away Island, right.  Timbuctoo, Mt. Holly, center. Arneys Mount, upper right.

                                                                         
 Photograph  Joe Pluck’s Hot Air Ballon, July, 2024.
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Cast Away Island

State of New Jersey
Rancocas Natural Area

Burlington County
Long Bridge Park

N Branch Rancocas

N Branch 
Rancocas

Landing

Portal

Rancocas State Park

Environmental Resource Inventory  - Table of Contents

Canal
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Water Snake Ambushing, Eating Eel

Cast Away Island
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Physiographic region and/or subregions 
Maps/Charts/Slope, Relief, Elevation 

Freshwater Oligohaline tidewater marsh

Geology
 

Unconsolidated  (loose rock, sands) and thickness 
Geologic resources (e.g., sand and gravel) 

 

Soils 

Soil types, texture, stoniness, depth, types 
Erodibility, potential soil loss in cubic feet per year 

Surface runoff , permeability, perviousness
Nutrient absorption (exchange capacity) 

High Tide – Beggar Tick Flowers  hold their blossoms under water
Cast Away Island

Geography 
Table of Contents
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Cast Away 
Island 
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Hydrology of Cast Away Island

Surface water 

Direction of flow 
Watershed and subwatersheds 
Tidewaters
Floodplains, wetlands, tides
Water quality, drainage, outflows
Surface water and tributaries 

Groundwater 

Aquifer
Direction and rate of water movement 
Groundwater
Depth to groundwater 
Well locations and gallons per minute 
Quality of groundwater
Pollutant sources 

Cast Away Island

Incoming  Tide

Table of Contents
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Low Tide – Cast Away Island Landing



Flood Plain/Wetlands 

Vegetation 
Soils 
 
Climate 

Air quality, monitoring sites, static sources of air pollution 
Prevailing air currents 
Seasonal precipitation 
Topographic protection (wind) 

Cast Away Island ERI 15Castaway Island ERI    ref: ANJEC ERI

Low-Tide, at the “Portal”

Cast Away Island to the Right

Table of Contents



1814  - 225 ton - 14 feet

Period Era Vessel

Rancocas Creek 

Commerce Rapid 

Growth from Location 

of Delaware River 

Ports, People, 

Community, Heritage, 

History, naturally 

Maritime Commerce, North Branch

The rise in the river gave raftsman 

much trouble.

 Mt. Holly News  1882

Seals are infrequent 
visitors



Vegetation 

Types of vegetation 
Fire hazard, history of wildfires 
Pollution affected types 
Vegetation of recreational and/or historic value 
Vegetation of economic value 
Rare or endangered species 
Hydrophytes (wetlands) 
Forest cover 
Agricultural areas 

Cast Away Island ERI 17Castaway Island ERI    ref: ANJEC ERI

Cast Away Island Viewshed

Table of Contents



Cast Away Island ERI 18

Cast Away 
Island



Land Use is Multi-Use
 

Existing

Zoning 

Open space, public and private 

(including easements) 

Roads, railroads, pipelines

Recreation, public and private 

Urban areas 

 Agricultural areas 

Waste treatment and disposal 

19Castaway Island ERI    ref: ANJEC ERI

Cast Away Island

Cast Away Island ERI

Table of Contents
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Cast Away Island

Leave No Trace



Historic and Cultural Factors

 
Historic sites and areas 

Possible or existing archaeological sites 

Scenic qualities, viewsheds 

Historic roads, bridges and trees 

Multi-Use

 
Noise sensitive areas 

Equivalent sound level 

Day/night sound level 
 

21Castaway Island ERI   ref: ANJEC ERI

Courtesy Larry Tigar Mt. Holly Historical Society

Cast Away Island ERI

Table of Contents
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1942 James Crawley  “Exploring the Little Rivers of 
New Jersey, Rancocas Creek Canoe Trail”

Cast 
Away 

Island
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Table of Contents

Summary

Conclusion

Appendix

Photo by
 ks337

Photo from Cast Away Island



East Landing, Cast Away Island , North Branch Rancocas Creek, High Tide
24

The Cast Away Island Tidewater Wild Rice Marsh  ERI is dedicated to 

people as part of the environment but does not force people to learn a 

whole new vocabulary useful only to those who may wish to include 

and exclude people.  (Palmer)
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Rancocas Creek Water Trail
North and South Branch Tidewaters

Cast Away Island sits on the 
Southern Bank of the N. Branch 

Rancocas Creek of the Rancocas 
Creek Water Trail

Cast Away Island



Enhanced Awareness

Welcome to Cast Away Island on a Rancocas Creek Tidewater Wild Rice Marsh

Cast Away Island is privately owned by a legally registered 501c3 organization.

Cast Away Island is located 10 miles East of the Delaware River Federal tidal 
navigation channel.  It is 2 miles west of Burlington County’s County Seat, 
historic Mount Holly.  Guarded against urban development to the North and 
West by Rancocas State Park and the State of NJ Rancocas Natural Area.  Cast 
Away Island is flanked on the East and South by Burlington County’s Long 
Bridge Park. Cast Away Island,  sentential of isolation preserves, protects and 
restores a natural ecosystem, naturally.   

Here among “green-sand” Cast Away Island is sculpted by expansive quilts of  
yellow flowering begger-ticks, bounding to life after the natural seasonal 
cycles of a 1,700  acre wild rice tidewater marsh.   NJ’s largest remaining 
colony of wild rice. 

Here as bald eagle snap up ducks a plenty, where eels and fishes spawn and 
migrate to the sea, here where hummingbirds call, here is where we find a 
peaceful, tranquil symmetry of  nature, history, heritage, people and 
community.

Cast Away Island ERI 26All Photos Unless Otherwise Noted from Cast Away Island
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Cast Away Island

Block 12 - Lot 1

Hainesport Township

Block 12 Lot 1

Rancocas State Park 
State of NJ Natural Area

Burlington County
Long Bridge Park 

Rancocas  Creek
North Branch

Rancocas  Creek
North Branch

Portal Landing

County Park
Trail System 

Cast Away 
Island 



Introduction to the Cast Away Island ERI

This ERI seeks not to plot every detail of the island,  but rather provide a lay 
of the land.  The purpose of the ERI is provide a window, a portal into the 
heart of New Jersey’s natural beauty.  This ERI promotes elements of multi-
use conservation that we catalogue by eye.  These we should not overlook.  
The ERI is meant to share the knowledge from those who know the 
wonders, mysteries, the tides, currents, winds , the open spaces and 
communities of New Jersey’s Rancocas Creek, from the Pinelands to the 
Delaware River tides. 

Growth in South Jersey, in Burlington County and in the Rancocas Creek 
Watershed expands as populations and communities grow.  Pressure is 
placed on all areas and manner of open space.  Sometimes however there 
is a space, there is a spot, there is a location, 6 miles from the nearest 
public boat launch  that says “hold yer horses”.   

We seldom wonder if a creek, a tidewater, a marsh,  has its own history, its 
own story, its own connections to people, place and community.   Cast 
Away Island ERI presents an agreeable variant of multi-use year-round 
activity that is a path for those who have yet to learn,  to see, listen and  
study field, forest, the water, the tides, the marsh, the creek and ourselves. 

This ERI presents a relaxing sociability of Cast Away Island that is worth 
knowing.  

All Photos Unless Otherwise Noted from Cast Away Island
28
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Snapping Turtle   Cast Away Island
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First, however is location.  Maps and Charts of the Cast Away Island ERI

Preamble, the  first step in this ERI is to define the precise location of the 

North Branch Rancocas Creek’s Cast Away Island.  These maps and  

navigation charts set the foundation of the Cast Away Island ERI.   The 

brevity of these maps and navigation charts help the reader ascertain 

location. 

The arrangement of the Cast Away Island ERI maps,  navigation charts, and 

a table of contents provides information that portrays Cast Away Island as 

an exercise on the economy of simple graphics  and explanations.

The Cast Away Island ERI opens your immersion into NJ’s Rancocas Creek 

tidewater dynamics fusion with amber flowing pine barrens waters, natural 

history, ecology, conservation and a more personal inquiry.  The ERI is 

geared to people of all walks of life who want to know more about what 

happens why, how and when the last remaining hidden niches of New 

Jersey are exposed.  

Hainesport
Rancocas Creek Tugboat 

Minerva



Section One:

Location of Cast Away Island

Cast Away Island ERI 31

Up the  Creek Neighbor, NJ State Bird
American Goldfinch Taking a Look...

Lumberton Launch
South Branch



Castaway Island  ERI    ref: ANJEC ERI

Rancocas Creek drains a 360 square mile bisected watershed.  Its headwater sources are found deep inside 3 
sub-watersheds of the NJ Pine-Lands National Reserve. Rancocas Creek then slowly winds, meanders and  

flows across Western New Jersey’s outer coastal plain, coursing through pine barrens forested glades, entering 
the inner coastal plain to join the tide at Mt. Holly on the North Branch and Lumberton on the South Branch. 

Cast Away Island
Hainesport

Timbuctoo

Mt. Holly
Head of Tide

Westampton

Rancocas State Park

North Branch 
                                               Rancocas Creek

South Branch 
                                               Rancocas Creek

The tidal reaches of the Rancocas Creek, sailed by Swedes in the mid 1600’s and Native American’s before, 
extend in a north-western direction from its Pine Barrens headwaters.  The Rancocas tides flow east from 

Delanco, North of Philadelphia.  Here on the tide Rancocas Creek widens, bordered by lush heavily wooded 
forests and wild rice marshes.  These tidewaters connect people to the Burlington County Rancocas Creek 

Greenway.  The  Rancocas joins the Delaware River Federal Navigation Channel, Mile 102N.

Rancocas Nature 
Center

Rancocas State Park



Rancocas Creek Watershed Geographic Regions 

Cast Away Island

Mt. Holly

Lumberton

NJ Legislative Documents 1911



Sunrise Cast Away Island

34

Leave No Trace
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Rancocas 
Creek 

Watershed 

Rancocas 
Creek 

Watershed 

Rancocas Creek Watershed

Cast-Away Island 

Head of Tide N Branch 
Mount Holly

Head of Tide S Branch 
Lumberton
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Cast Away Island

Head of Tide  - Mount Holly 

 North Branch  Rancocas Creek

Note: Contours  Date of Chart:  1914 

Tip of the hat  Thanks to Sam

See WPA Chart next page
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1936  -  WPA (Work Progress Administration)
Centerton to Cast Away Island

Phosphorus 
Works

Forks of the 
Rancocas

Mason Creek
Landing

Cast Away 
Island

Melpine 
Landing

Rancocas 
State Park

Rancocas 
State Park

State of NJ 
Rancocas 

Natural Area

Sand Wharf

Sand 
Wharves

Deck Barge 
Pre 1917

Stone Quarry
Landing
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Canal

Cast Away Island

NJ Riparian Chart 

1876 Borders

Ref:  Burl County Archives

Rancocas
Nature
Center

Timbuctoo

½ miles is the distance of
Cast Away Island from Timbuctoo
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Cast Away Island ERI

Cast Away Island
1936 WPA Chart



40Cast Away Island ERI

Cast Away Island

Landing

High Tide, kayak 
pole passage

No passage on 
tide.   

Open channel 
poorly definedportal

See Muddies and Mud 
(1851) 
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1940 Aerial Survey USDA

Mt. 
Holly

Timbuctoo
(Grubbs Run)

Cast Away Island

Horse Head Point
33 feet 

Canal

Long 
Bridge Park
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Timbuctoo
(Grubbs Run)

Cast Away Island

Horse Head Point
33 feet 

Canal

Long 
Bridge Park

1959

Today’s
Rancocas Nature Center

Mt. Holly



To the North / NW / NE:  State of New Jersey Rancocas Natural Area, Rancocas 
State Park

Cast Away Island ERI 43

Cast Away Island

Long Bridge
County Park

Rancocas Creek
N Branch
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South Branch

North
Branch

Main Stem

Delaware River/ PhiladelphiaForks of the Rancocas

Rancocas State 
Park

Rancocas State Park

State of NJ 
Rancocas Natural Area

Cast Away
Island

Long Bridge 
Burl Co Park

Hainesport

Westampton

Photograph  Joe Pluck’s Hot Air Ballon, July, 2024.



To the East and South East,           
Long Bridge Burlington County Park 
Rancocas Creek Burlington County 

Greenway

Cast Away Island ERI 45

Cast 
Away 

Island

Rancocas 
State Park

Cast Away Island haven for wildlife fusion 

with the natural world is guarded against 

development and incursions by people 

flanked by Burlington County’s Long Bridge 

Park.

This location isolates Cast Away Island, 

naturally.  It’s isolation protects and 

restores an exemplary natural resource

 of New Jersey. 

Rancocas 
State Park
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Cast Away Island 
5 feet

Long Bridge 
Burlington 

County Park 

State of NJ Rancocas 
Natural Area  

5 feet

Rancocas
State
Park

Rancocas
State
Park

Timbuctoo

Horse Head 
Point

33 feet 30 feet 

30 feet 

30 feet 

30 feet 

30 feet 

Map of Elevations

Cast Away Island  Elevation: 5 feet



Section Two

Cast Away Island Wildlife

Cast Away Island ERI 47

Tree Swallow nesting 
Cast Away Island
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Cast Away Island
Cast Away Island 

wildlife is protected 

from people because its 

isolated from people.

Wildlife thrives in their 

private world, naturally. 

Here man intrudes.

The following section 

offers a partial listing of 

the flora, fauna and 

wildlife that use Cast 

Away Island as home.

Tidal (low tide) Ice Scour



Connecting Cast Away Island to Burlington County, the 
State of New Jersey’s  Rancocas Creek Commerce, 

Heritage & Natural Resources

Cast Away Island ERI 49

Rudder 1840’s Schooner

Cast Away Island

Cast Away Island Sand Barrel

Sand Mine Wharf

Rancocas Creek Deck Barge
Tugboat Minerva Boat Hook
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Wooden remains of Cast Island Wharf and Vessels are the foundation of Cast Island Ecology
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Cast Away Island Sunrise & Wildlife
Osprey, Black Crowned Night Heron, Wood Duck, Red Fox

Citation, Naturally



Kingfisher 
Cast Away Island

52



Kingfisher Ecology Life Cycle and Native American Myths

Cast Away Island ERI 53

The kingfisher holds various symbolic meanings 
in Native American mythology, reflecting its role 
as a messenger and a sign of good luck.  Among 
Eastern Woodland Indians, the kingfisher is 
viewed positively, symbolizing good fortune and 
abundance. In another legend, a human thief 
was transformed into the first kingfisher, while in 
the Siouan tribes, the kingfisher is associated 
with fertility.  Some tribes view the kingfisher as 
mischief. 

The kingfisher's presence is often seen as a sign 
of balance, freedom, and courage, and it is 
revered for its association with good luck and 
joyful spirits. Kingfishers are also considered 
totems in some Native American cultures, and 
are used as clan animals in others

Old Canal

Approaching Cast Away Island from NNW
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Cast Away Island
Freshwater Oligohaline Tidewater Marsh

Rancocas Creek North Branch



Freshwater Oligohaline Tidewater Marsh

Freshwater oligohaline tidewater 
marshes are crucial for estuarine and 
tidewater ecosystems, providing 
essential habitats for fish, crustaceans, 
birds, and other wildlife. 

Rancocas Creek tidewater marshes and 
wetlands support a diverse range of 
species, including important fish and 
invertebrates, and play a vital role in 
nutrient cycling and water quality. 

Naturally, ecological significance of 
oligohaline marshes extends beyond 
their role in fisheries, as they also 
contribute to the overall health and the 
year-round multi-use productivity of 
tidewater  ecosystems.

Cast Away Island ERI 55

On Pine Run Canal
High Tide,  NW Approach to  Cast Away Island
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Rare and Endangered Plants of Cast Away Island Intertidal Zone
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Art by Luke 

Photo by
 ks337

American

Bittern

Inhabitant 
of 

Rancocas 
Creeks 

“Wild Rice 
Tidewater 
Marshes”
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Cast Away Island Viewshed 

North into the State of NJ Rancocas Natural Area

North Branch - Rancocas Creek - High Tide
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Cast Away Island 
Bald Eagles
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Bald Eagle Facts

Cast Away Island ERI 61

The bald eagle's ecology is deeply 
intertwined with its habitat and the 
ecosystem it inhabits. As an apex predator, 
it plays a crucial role in maintaining 
ecological balance by regulating fish and 
small mammal populations, preventing 
overgrazing of aquatic vegetation, and 
maintaining water quality. Its scavenging 
habits also contribute to the decomposition 
process, recycling nutrients back into the 
soil, which supports the growth of new plant 
life. The bald eagle's presence can even 
influence the behavior of other species, 
leading to a more diverse distribution of 
plant seeds and other resources.

The large, majestic bald eagle was selected 
as the U.S. national emblem in 1782 “as a 
symbol of strength, courage, beauty, and 
freedom.”1 During the nesting season, bald 
eagles are always found close to a water 
body where a ready supply of fish or 
waterfowl is available. They typically nest in 
old, large trees with a clear flight path on 
one or more sides, and often, a view of the 
water. The bird’s population in the lower 48 
states decreased drastically in the 1960s, 
from environmental contamination, loss of 
habitat, and illegal shooting of wildlife.

Biggest threat to Bald Eagles are over-development, loss of habitat, politicians 
who could care less and people not respecting Eagle’s privacy.
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Cast Away Island 
Bald Eagle Habitat

Leave No Trace
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Cast Away Island:  Eagle “scarfing” duck
State of New Jersey Rancocas Natural Area
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Indicator Species: The Health of 
Ecosystems

Bald eagles act as an indicator species—a biological 
marker that reflects the health of the environment. 
Their population trends can provide insights into the 
overall ecosystem’s condition.

A decline in bald eagle populations may signal 
environmental issues such as pollution, habitat 
loss, or decline in prey availability. Monitoring eagle 
populations, is important for multi-use conservation 
and managing ecosystems sustainably. A robust 
population of Bald Eagle’s generally indicates a 
healthy environment capable of supporting diverse 
populations of wildlife and these connections to 
multi-use. Rancocas Creek, Hainesport

Leave No Trace
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Dominate Ecological Sites

<<< Cast Away Island

Timbuctoo
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Migration

Cast Away Island ERI 68
Cast Away Island Migration

Selected Examples  



Lifecycle of Cast Away Island eels. 

C
ast Aw

ay Island ERI
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Leave No Trace
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Cast Away Island
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Cast Away Island

North Branch - Rancocas Creek Water Trail

Leave No Trace
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Yellow Leg Sand-piper Rancocas Creek Yearly Cast Away Island Visitor   



Cast Away Island Spring Migration

73

Leave No Trace
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Cast Away 
Island

Rancocas Creek Tidewater Migratory Pathway
Cast Away Island Monarchs and Begger Tick Ecology
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Cast Away Island Monarchs 

Cast 
Away 
Island



Cast Away Island
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Section Three:  Who was here first?

Industrial Sands of Cast Away Island

Cast Away Island ERI 77

Tugboat  B.M. Thomas  1928
Hainesport Mining



Extractive Resources and Sand Mining

“these sands are dug at the most available points along the Rancocas Creek to market, in this case the Delaware River” (Smith, 1926)

Tracey Mueller Photo

Rancocas Creek - Winter
Short Tether - Tugboat and Sand Barge 

Breaking Ice 
(note ice “pancakes” wake characteristics)

J. B. Van Sciver, Sr. born in Hainesport, May 14, 1861.  
With his brother George, developed the Hainesport 
Mining & Transportation Company, and the De Frain 
Sand Company. Port of Philadelphia Sand Wharf
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Industrial Sands of New Jersey

Blue Line 
Rancocas Creek

Red Dot Cast
Away Island

REF: NJDEP
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Cast Away Island

Forks of the Rancocas

SOIL SURVEY OVERVIEW

Timbuctoo



Cast Away Island ERI 81

Cast Away Island

Forks of the Rancocas

Mt. Holly

Rancocas Creek Bedrock Geology
Philadelphia

Pine Barrens National 
Preserve

Pine Barrens National 
Preserve

Pine Barrens National 
Preserve
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Land Type Areas of New Jersey

Cast Away Island



Rancocas Creek Cast Away Island Clay Holes
Precursor to Rancocas Creek Sand Mining

As an example:  Woodbridge, NJ  Clay Mining
Ref:  NJ Geologist, 1910

Cast Away Island 
Clay and Sand Pits 



Remains of clay pits/sand mines/sand holes

Found along the South Bluff overlooking Cast Away Island

Burlington County Long Bridge Park

Cast Away Island ERI 84

From Beacon Hill Trail
Top of Creek Side Bluff

Creek Side Bluff Creek Side Bluff



Extraction Method for Clay/Sand Holes Along a Tidewater Creek/River  (as an example)

Cast Away Island ERI 85

Cast Away Island 
Clay and Sand Pits 

Cement, mud, and "muddies" : Willmott, Frank G



Ref:  Sand and Clay Mining Cornwall England
Circa:  1972Cast Away Island ERI 86

Extraction Method for Clay/Sand Holes Along a Tidewater Creek/River  (as an example)
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Extraction Method for Clay/Sand Holes Along a Tidewater Creek/River  (as an example)



As example of vessels in Britian sailing from clay holes
Ref: Frank Willimont



Stumpy Barge Carrying Clay, note low freeboard/pilot boat on stern

As example from Britian of vessels for clay holes -  Ref: Frank Willimont
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Early 1900’s tugboat Mary-Louise
Hainesport, Rancocas Creek

Hainesport Tugboats

Further details and references to be published
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Tug-Boat Mary Louise

1891

It is known from this lawsuit tugboats and tows 
operated differently on the Rancocas as 

compared to sand barge tow on the open tidal 
waters of the Delaware River.

Shorter tow lines on the Rancocas are 
attributed to the meandering course of 

Rancocas Creek tidewaters.
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Connection to Mount Holly
Saml C. Bougher

(Centerton)

Samuel Miller
(Samuel Miller School)

MinervaWillie
Paxson

Wilson
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Education is the enrichment of the individual, 1927
Journal of the Presbyterian Historical Society (1901-1930).  Vol. 12, No. 7 
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Barge Samuel Miller tied off Tug-Boat Minerva



Rancocas Creek

Hainesport 

Rancocas    Pathways                      96

March 1909 >>>
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Indicative of the size and scale 

of

Rancocas Creek 

Sand and Coal Barges that would 

“tie-off”* at 

Cast Away Island

State of Pennsylvania Appellate Court Records:  1926

* Tied off – tugboat/barge is secured by ropes 
or chains to creek or river bank.
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Ref:  NJ Geological Survey

Example of barge shipping molding sand “tie-off” at South Jersey Tidewater Landing
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Delaware River/Rancocas Creek

Date of Chart:  1914 

Delaware River
Federal 

Maritime 
Channel

Rancocas Creek 
Cast Away Island

Atlantic Ocean

Atlantic Ocean

Atlantic Ocean

Cast Away Island

Navigation Chart Cast Away Island 

to Delaware River Ports 
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Simple Explanation

Fossils turned into Marl and 

Sand.

Marl and Sand Exploited by Man

Industrialization transformed 

the area around Cast Away 

Island from farming to industrial 

mining of clay and sand.  

Navigation and  commerce are 

the foundation of Hainesport’s, 

Lumberton and other Rancocas 

Creek Communities heritage



Dinosaurs, Mosasaurs and Ocean Lizards

144 million years ago - Early Cretaceous Period 

Rancocas Creek Back in the Day

Their Past Speaks to the Present and Our Future 

 

S Branch Hydrosaur

Prionochelys

Cretaceous Period of the 
Mesozoic Era

Rancocas Creek 
Halisaurus

Mosasaurus Teeth
 Collected Lumberton, NJ

December 8, 1877  
Academy of Natural Sciences

4/23/2026 101



Before navigation, colonization, and industrialization, came Native Americans

Ref:  Indian Fishing, early methods on the Northwest Coast, 1977  (one of the only references on Native American fishing weirs)

Native Americans Lived off the Natural Resources

 in and around Cast Away Island.

Fishing, fishing weirs, hunting, trapping, shell fish gathering 

etc....
Rancocas Creek 

Tidewaters

Exposed with 
Permission
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Courtesy R.F.  Early Rancocas Creek Watershed 
Argillite Knife.  Argillite easily worked into tools 

and weapons.  ca  6,000 – 8,000 years oldC

Courtesy M.A.   Notched biface tool or weapon.  Most likely a 
variety of cryptocrystalline chert or chalcedony in the tidal 

regime ca   6,000 – 8,000 years old



Native American Fish Weirs and Fish Traps

Note different fish weirs, methods of 

spearing fish at low tide shallows, 

variety of tidewater wildlife, capacity 
of canowes

Publishers engraving note:  …woman and one of the fish in the canoe may be identified as a gar, The creatures in the 
water are more numerous, and include string rays, a hammerhead shark, a loggerhead turtle, land crab, snake.   



Native American Fish Weirs and Fish Traps



Variations in fishing weirs and fish traps depended on fish, location, type of waterway, building material available, 
background of tribes.  Fishing weirs underline Native American’s keen observations about the natural world.  Fish drift 

shoreward on an incoming tide, and recede to deep water on the ebb tide (p. 99)

Native American Fish Weirs and Fish Traps



Native American Fish Weirs and Fish Traps



Native American Fish Weirs and Fish Traps



1814  - 225 ton - 14 feet

Period Era Vessel

Rancocas Creek Sailing Vessel

Section Four:

Foundation of Rancocas 

Creek’s tidewater ecology, 

natural history and heritage

Aids to Navigation

Maritime Cultural Landscape 

Cast Away Island 

North Branch Rancocas Creek 



Remains of mid to late 1800’s Cast Away Island Wing Dams

Cast Away Island ERI 110

Found throughout the Rancocas Creek are piles of 

stone and brush in the Creek, known as wing dams.

 

They focus the flow of the Creek to develop a deeper, 

narrower main channel to aid commercial navigation. 

The wing dams comprised the first large scale efforts 

to improve navigation on the Rancocas Creek as early 

as the 1700's, along with dredging and removal of 

tree’s shoals and snags. Low flows, shallow areas, 

and fast moving currents provided obstacles to 

commercial navigation on the Rancocas Creek. 

Wing dams are long narrow berms of alternate layers 

of rock and brush extending radially into the river 

from each bank. The brush, usually willow, was tied in 
bundles and then fastened into mats. 

General Reference:  United State Army Corp of Engineers 

N. Branch Wing Dam
Approach to Cast Away Island
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Cast Away Island  relics



Cast Away Island

112

Remains of barge and vessels / clay 

holes / sand mines / tide gates

wing-dams, piers and wharfs

Turning 

Basin

Tide Mill

Tide Gates

Tide Gates

Canal

Rodgers

Mill

Jetty

Timbuctoo

State of NJ 

Rancocas Natural 
Area

Rancocas State Park
Horsehead

Point

Burl County
Long Bridge Park

Private
residences

Landing

Canal

Canal



Navigation enhancements and improvements to the North Branch Rancocas 
Creek, on and around Cast Away Island

In the mid to late 1800’s Congress authorized navigation improvements and enhancements to the North Branch 

of the Rancocas Creek.,  This was done to meet local and regional demands for inexpensive and reliable 

transportation between Burlington County and Delaware River Ports.  Snags, sandbars, shallows and fast 

currents delayed and at times stranding and at times sinking Creek steamers, tugboats and barges.  Wing dams 

narrowed the Rancocas, increased its speed and cut through sand-bars and debris.  

Cast Away Island ERI 113

An example of an early 1900’s navigation chart showing wing dams 
and constructing a wing dam on the  Upper Mississippi River  
Channel.  Wing dams are constructed of stones and brush. 



Cast Away Island ERI 114

Construction of low wing dams where 
North Branch Rancocas Creek Channel 
was dredged.  11 wing dams were placed 
on the North Branch and 7 on the South 
Branch

1902 a Report to Congress

A wing dam is an underwater wall of piling and rock extending from the 
bank of a waterway into the waterway.  Its purpose is to control 
currents, deepen water over shallows, stop erosion.  Wing dams are 
placed at right angles to a channel.   Generally visible at low tide.  
Boatmen avoid wing dams following the channel.  They are indicated by 
eddies or swirls.  

There are two known wing dams on and near Cast Away island
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Work on the wing dams commonly began in the winter 

with the dumping of rock and brush mats on the ice. Wing 

dams constrict the flow of the channel. 

These remains are niches for food for fish and wildlife.

Over the years sediment and sand has filled in the spaces 

between Rancocas Creek wing dams, providing areas for 

trees and brush to grow, thus forming fine wildlife 

habitats. Having a navigation channel consisting of 

constructing wing dams, digging cutoffs, closing side 

channels, dredging, and shoreline protection up until the 

last Congressional funding in the early 1902.

Navigation locks and dams are found on the non-tidal 

sections of the Rancocas. 

Wing dams can be spotted by those on the water and 

walking along the Rancocas Creek as ripples in the water. 

General Reference:  United State Army Corp of Engineers 

Cast Away Island Wing Dam
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Cast Away Island

Ref:  NJ DEP  map (1970) that show location of Non-Tidal 
North Branch of the Rancocas Creek Locks and Dams 

Rancocas Nature Center

This is not a complete list.
  

See Whitesbog and other Rancocas Creek Cranberry farming bogs for 
micro-locks and scaled to sites dams.  
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Ref:  NJ Legislative Records, NJ Archives
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1787 NJ Copper Penny – Recovered Approximate Cast Away Island 



March 21, 1817 

Rancocas Creek Sailing Shallop 
“Good Intent”

One Deck-One Mast
Length: 52 feet – 8 inches 

Width: 18 feet 6 inches
Dept:  4 feet

Weight:  30 tons 

Trading out of the Rancocas

Darnell Paper’s 

Moorestown’s DeCou

Mostly Produce (Jersey Fresh)-Lumber-Charcoal to the Philadelphia Port Market



1823 
Steam Navigation begins (dates 
approximate) on the Rancocas

Norristown, Capt. John Gardner

1849
Mt. Holly and Rancocas Steamboat 

Company

Barclay
(Built at Lumberton’s “Navy Yard”)

120 feet long. 24 feet wide.

Lafyette, Band-Box, Mayflower, Barclay 

Maritime Heritage Incubator



1860  

Steamer Barclay 
Leaves Arch Street 
Wharf, daily at 2 ½ 

p.m..  Progress, 
Delanco, 

Bridgeboro, 
Centretown, 
Hainesport. 

Leaves Hainesport 
Daily at 7 a.m.

Stages meet boat for 
Mt. Holly and 

Lumberton



Charles Longstreth Mather                                
1816 - 1902 

Rancocas Creek Great Coal War 122

Note McIlvain Daughter Marriage

Built and resided in what is today’s 

Rancocas Nature Center 

in 

1846/1856.  

Timber/Lumber Dealer



Charles Mather early proponent 
Rancocas Creek Commercial Navigation

Rancocas Creek Great Coal War 123

Great interest in improving the Rancocas Creek for Commercial Navigation

Straighten Rancocas Creek for commercial navigation having canals cut-throughs, cut-offs and 
channel improvements to shorten distance from Delaware River to Mt. Holly.

Early pioneer bringing  a steam tug up the Rancocas.  Faced tremendous opposition and 
ridicule.  He secured steam-boat and tug.  Opened on the  first commercial tugboat trips into 
Mt. Holly.
  

Opened up Rancocas Creek to larger volumes of maritime traffic to Delaware River Ports: 
Trenton, Philadelphia & Camden; greater regional, national and world markets. 

Ref: McIlvaine Dairy  (son-in-law Mather Farm Site)  03 Jan 1894
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Hainesport   
Tug Minevra with sand barge. In 

background (sand) train.
Tied off Haines Landing
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McIlvaine/Mather Family was then and 
remains today in the timber trade
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Mt. Holly - N Branch - Mill Dam - Saw Mill
Timber and Logs floated down from the Pine Barrens.

Tip of Hat to Heidi for use



Indicating potential evidence of 

clay and brick mining and 

features associated with pilings 

and docks and piers  

(April/2019)

Timbuctoo



Courtesy Mt. Laurel Historical Society

1903 -1904

Improvements and enhancements 
to the North Branch Rancocas 

Creek Navigation.

Dredging, Wing Dams, Landings

Rancocas Creek Steamer
1890’s



Rancocas Creek Timber and Lumber Connections

Connection to McIlvaine and others in Mt.Holly 

Creek Vessels
 Remains

Vessel Rudder

Vessel “Ribs”



What is the connection between Stephen Smith, 

timber broker and (Mather/McIlvaine)  lumber 

business ?

Stephen Smith Founder of the 
Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society.  

Banneker House a first-class 
hotel summer resorts for free 
Black people in the country.  

Developed by James Harding, a 
friend of Stephen Smith. At the 

white Babtist Church Joseph 
Leach frequently preached there. 

CONNECTIONS ?

After purchasing his freedom, Smith planned and 
opened his Lumber business in Columbia, 
Pennsylvania. Smith would be very successful and 
looking for partners to grow his business even 
bigger. In the early 1830s, Smith formed a partnership 
with William Whipper. Smith and Whipper would have 
huge success in Lumber, coal, Philadelphia real 
estate, railroad cars, and investments in the stock 
market. The two made a fortune and put it to good 
use, becoming true leaders of the black community 
in their fight against slavery. In 1830, Smith was the 
chairman of the African American Abolitionist 
Organization in Columbia, Pennsylvania. Smith was 
also ordained in the Mt. Zion A.M.E. Church on South 
Fifth Street, Columbia, in 1831.

Partial list of vsls launched Cape May

Smith, Whipper & Co.

1840

James Forten

Sail Loft Owner
Mariner



William Still
1875

Timbuctoo & Underground Railroad
1823

Steamer Burlington Rail Camden and Amboy

Port of Philadelphia



Indicating potential evidence of 

clay and brick mining and 

features associated with pilings 

and docks and piers  

(April/2019)

Timbuctoo



Ref:  Ceclinksi

Great Dismal Swamp, NC 
Timbuctoo, NJ

Timbuctoo, NJ Timbuctoo, NJ



Courtesy Mt. Laurel Historical Society

1903 -1904

Improvements and enhancements 
to the North Branch Rancocas 

Creek Navigation.

Dredging, Wing Dams, Landings

Rancocas Creek Steamer
1890’s
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14 January 1901
04 June 1904

Lumberton 
Sand 

Company 

Rancocas 
Creek

Phosphorus 
Works



Cast Away Island ERI 136Phosphorous Works



1898 
Channel Stabilization Piling and Wing Dam

 N Branch Rancocas State Park

PROTECT HERITAGE



Risdon Alcott Landing

Mount Holly, Head of Tide.   

148 miles from Delaware Capes

N Branch, Rancocas

A Report to the Secretary of War 1909

Maritime  Turning Basin ?

Think K-Turn
Position vessel
Avoid Congestion

Delaware Bay and River

Maritime Heritage Digital Incubator

Navigation 
Channel

Direction of Travel

Turning Basin

Bow First
Stern First

Turning basin near Mount Holly
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Courtesy Mt. Laurel Historical Society

Centerton Landing - Rancocas Creek - Main Stem



Exploring Historic Pathways, Discovering New Understandings

1907

Pier 21
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June 1909

Value of Exports/Imports from Mount Holly Via Freight Rancocas Creek

REF:  US Army a Report to Congress 1909   WS Rendell, Chairman Mount Holly Committee on Rancocas Creek 
Improvements 

Freight via truck  0.12 per 100 pounds

Freight via  Boat on Rancocas Creek   0.09 per 100 pounds

NJ Legislative Documents 1911



Mount Holly 
1849 - 2025

Semple’s Landing

Risdon Alcott
Landing



Risdon 
Alcott

Opera 
House

Turning Basin

N Branch - Narrow Tidal Waterway – Vessel Precedence

Timbuctoo

Turning 
Basin

Arrows show direction of travel
Map highlights Creek 

Mount 
Holly

Tide Job

“K” Turn
Reverse Direction

Rest Area

Vessels Back into                                           
Mt. Holly, Stern First

Port Side Too

Cast Away Island



RC Chances

Match Factory

Opera

Semples 
Wharf

Risdon Alcott

Ring 
Bolt

Water Steps

Water Steps

Stern wheeler Clara

           Creek schooner

           Direction of navigation

Port Side Too



Sternwheeler Clara arrives second, sails first
                                                   Schooner arrives first, sails second

Risdon Alcott Landing  - Vessel Precedence - Tide Job

Dec 31, 1879Port Side Too



Rail Line 1849

Sept 1882 >>>
Ref:  Larry Tigar



Opera House
Landing



Section Five:

NJDEP Listing Rancocas Creek

 Canoe Trail

Rancocas Nature Center

Cast Away Island ERI 148

Art by Luke



Cast Away Island ERI 149

Cast Away Island

Ref:  NJ DEP   1970  Canoe Trails in NJ

Rancocas Nature Center



Mather Farm, Today’s Rancocas Nature Center
Artist - Hugh Cambell 150



Section Six:  

People, Place, 
Community

Cast Away Island ERI 151

Art by Luke



Sears 1911/1912  Moto buggy

Mount Holly

American Canoe 

Association, 

Wilmington Canoe 

Club and other 

groups paddles 

passed by Cast 

Away Island from 

the late 1800’s to 

the 1970’s.



Charles Longstreth Mather
1816 - 1902 

Rancocas Creek Great Coal War 153

Charles Longstreth Mather  Hudson River Chapter 1871

Constructed and resided in what is today’s 
Rancocas Nature Center in 1846/1856.  

He farmed the tidewater meadows of Rancocas 
Creek.

These tide gates are visible at low tide, looking North 
from Cast Away Island. 

Athens Shipyard, Albany
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Cast Away Island

Rancocas Nature Center Ref: McIlvaine Dairy  (son-in-law Mather Farm Site)  03 Jan 1894
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Tide Gates Cast Away Island Vsl Remains Cast Away Island

Old Pier - Timbuctoo

Leave Nothing But Still Waters Behind



Charles McIlvaine Author

Cast Away Island ERI 156
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Tip of  the Hat to Margo for photo of 
Rancocas Crick crawfish

Ref:  McIlvaine p 89

Rancocas Crick
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Charles Mather
Rancocas Creek Coal Wars

Rancocas Creek Great Coal War 159

. 

Ref: McIlvaine Dairy  03 Jan 1894

1866  - the  “coal ring” at that time, was so strong in Mt. Holly and 
vicinity that the most extortionate prices were demanded and 
obtained.   Mather was determined to break this. 



Corresponding Market  - Pentucket Company
Ship-yard of Colby & Lunt (Newbury Port) 

Side Wheel Tug “Charles L. Mather”  built in 
Athens, NY.  Hudson River    November, 1876

Excursion parties to the seashore, Cape Cod

98 feet long, two locomotive boilers (Baldwin?).  
16 by 30 cylinder engine, 120 HP

Startled Fawn, launched Philadelphia 1875  
(1875 Centennial  ferry)

Ref:  Progress of Navigation on the Merrimack.   Lowell Mass Historical Society

Steamer  E.P Shaw built at Petty’s Island   (Black 
Rock’s steamer service)

Evangeline   42 feet by 8 feet  carry 100 
passengers  (Vox Populi, 10/31/1877) Rancocas Creek Great Coal War 160

Steamer 85 feet long, 19 wide, draw 18 inches 
light 3 feet with 500 passengers. 

Water powered windless.  4 fully loaded coal 
barges and other vessels and tugs against Lowell 
(Hunt Falls) rapids.

(Boyton carry trade above the tide/Merrimac 
(River Navigation Company) .  Scow Columbia 
carrying 25 tons of coal. (125 HP Twin steamer)

Lowell Coal From: Philadelphia Reading Coal 
Company Terminals on the Delaware River, 
without breaking bulk. 

Ref:  Essex Deed Books /Lowell  Historical  Society



Rancocas Creek Great Coal War
161

Corresponding Market  - Pentucket Company
Ship-yard of Colby & Lunt (Newbury Port) 



Pentucket Company

Ship-yard of Colby & Lunt (Newbury Port)

Rancocas Creek Great Coal War 162

Merrimack River Towing Company

Luke Hoyt  1880   (Philadelphia) 
Farnsworth  1877   (Bordentown)
Clara E. Uhler 1881  (Philadelphia)

Bangor.  Harlan, Wilmington 1843
231 tons burden, 120 feet long, 23 feet 
wide, 9 foot depth, 11

Corresponding Market  - Pentucket Company
Ship-yard of Colby & Lunt (Newbury Port) 
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1908

Corresponding Market  - Pentucket Company
Ship-yard of Colby & Lunt (Newbury Port) 
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Corresponding Market  - Pentucket Company
Ship-yard of Colby & Lunt (Newbury Port) 
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1890’s Tug Boat
Clara E. Uhler
Tied off
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Section Seven: 

 Year-Round Multi-Use 
Public  Access 

naturally on a quintessential 

New Jersey 
Natural Resource

Cast Away Island ERI 170

All Art by Luke



Cast Away Island

Leave No Trace

171



Wood Duck get the jump, Cast Away Island

172



Portal 

Rancocas Creek Water Trail

173

Rancocas State Park
State of NJ Rancocas Natural Area Cast Away Island

Long Bridge BurlCo Park 

Year-Round Multi-Use Public Access



Passing down creek

174
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Cast Away Island Channel

Leave No Trace



Cast Away Island  –  High Tide

Cast Away Island ERI 176

Rancocas State Park  –  Rancocas State Natural Area  –  Long Bridge Park
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Leave No Trace

Multi-Use 
Each unto their own, Ride the Tide
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At the Portal
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Leave No Trace

Multi-Use at the Portal 
Each unto their own, Ride the Tide



Penultimate synopsis

Greater awareness fosters a spirit of 
conservation and activity, naturally.  Cast Away 
Island ERI promotes the fragility of nature and 
our place in it.  

Cast Away Island ERI serves many purposes 
that enhances multi-use public access.  The ERI 
does nor smother the reader with details. We 
talk about Cast Away Island, we write about 
Cast Away Island and the ERI shows through 
maps, charts and pictures:  Rancocas Creek’s 
North Branch Cast Away Island.

We encourage questions and involvement. The 
contents of the ERI puts a face to a unique spot 
here on NJ’s exemplary, quintessential natural 
resource, the Rancocas Creek tidewaters, 
naturally. 

Cast Away Island ERI 180

Leave No Trace



Conclusion

Thank-you.   Here in New Jersey’s “open-space-race” actions 
speak louder than words. Cast Away Island is an outstanding 
New Jersey natural, scenic, and heritage natural resource.

Free-market conservation’s approach to Cast Away Island is 
sensitive to fiscal, environmental, bureaucratic and 
community interests, naturally.  

Cast Away Island cultivates an ethos of year-round, multi-use 
access here in a quiet, tucked away corner of New Jersey’s     
360 square mile Rancocas Creek Watershed.  

We welcome others to explore South Jersey’s Rancocas Creek 
Water Trail.  We invite others to visit  tidewater natural areas, 
parks and the Rancocas Creek greenway here in Burlington 
County. 

Cast Away Island ERI
181

Leave No Trace



Appendix

Cast Away Island ERI 182



Statistics on Rancocas Creek Sand Mines and Clay Pits. Hainesport, 1926

Examples of Rancocas Creek Tidewater, Hainesport, Sand Dredges and Industry   

ref:  NJ Geologic Survey, 1926

Cast Away Island ERI 183
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Ref: NJ Geological Survey , 1926
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Ref: NJ Geological Survey , 1926
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Barge
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Loading Pettino’s Sand Barge
Down Creek Hainesport Cast Away Island

Ref:  1926
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Ref: NJ Geological Survey , 1926



As example of South Jersey 

tidewaters resource.

Carp and Shad Fishing 

Delaware Bay & River 

Tidewater

River/Creek Fishery

Artwork Courtesy

Bivalve Center

Maurice River Memories 

1937-1945

All Rights Reserved
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Cast Away Island Western Viewshed
North Branch Rancocas Creek Water Trail

end
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