
North Beach Boundaries – Please accept this as a draft.  It has not been reviewed, footnotes 
have not been added and several items are from memory. 
 
There is a question that has long been on my mind and has recently surfaced to yours: Who 
owns the southern point of North Beach? 
 
INLET LOCATION 
 

 In April of 2007 a powerful storm resulted in the formation of an inlet. 

 The northern side of the inlet rapidly expanded north about 2,000 feet in the following 
~400 days. 

 The camps located on this stretch of beach were destroyed or removed. 

 After the ~400 day period, the northern side of the inlet began retreating south. 
 
SHORELINE BOUNDARY PRINCIPLES 
 
It is commonly known that the shorefront boundary follows the changing shoreline.  This is 
true in the case of Erosion and Accretion where the changes are slow and imperceptible.  
The rapid and instantaneous change of a shoreline is known as Avulsion and does not 
usually change the limits of the ownership.  The common example of avulsion is when a river 
jumps to a new bed during a storm event. 
 
The changes in the shoreline of North Beach Point do not quite fit into either of these models 
as the loss was an average of 5 feet per day for 400 days.  Often as I would locate the 
shoreline, I would stop and watch my footprints get cut away by what could be called Rapid 
Erosion.  To my knowledge, there is no statute or case law that addresses this process. 
 
Littoral proprietors own to 'where the tide doth not ebb further...' or to Low Water.  This often 
presents an issue as it is rare for Low Water to be accurately located.  I have located the 
shoreline of North Beach Point dozens of times and I have only located Low Water on a few 
special occasions.  There are some other sources that can be utilized to help determine the 
location of Low Water, but unless one location was made at the precise time, there could be 
doubt regarding the application. 
 
OTHER MAPPING PRINCIPLES 
 
Accuracy and precision are simple concepts that are rarely described and often poorly applied 
when maps are read. 
 
Aerial photographs are widely used.  They are created from cameras with round lenses 
acquiring imagery of a round earth then stitched together in a manner to reduce distortions.  
Some cameras are calibrated and related to GPS/IMU devices that accurately and precisely 
place the photographs.  Some photographs are further adjusted to ground control.  The 
resolution of the imagery can also vary.  Not all the photographs are taken with the same 
equipment or methodologies. 
 
Look around an aerial image and you will find some buildings tilted.  You will see one or two 
faces, but not the other two.  This is a perspective issue called parallax that is the result of a 



distortion based on height. 
 
Even the photographs acquired and adjusted with care can have several feet of distortion.  If 
one were to use Google Earth’s Historical Imagery Slider, they could zoom so one building is 
placed in the center of the screen.  Then they could change the imagery and see that building 
move.  This is also a good method to observe the differences in the resolution. 
 
Photographs can be adjusted after the fact using ground control and specialized software.  
Unfortunately, there is little permanent control on the beach.  The adjustment works best 
based on certain geometric concepts which are also a difficulty to achieve on the beach. 
 
INITIAL CONCLUSIONS 
 
We have provided the approximate property lines on Google Earth in the Chatham Assessors 
file.  A download is available at http://www.ese-llc.com/google/   
 
The simple solution is to ignore the past and observe the beach as it stands today.  Although 
diminished, every property stands.  This raises questions about the accretions to the west. 
 
The more complex solution is defining whether Rapid Erosion is Erosion or Avulsion. 
 
If Rapid Erosion is a form of Avulsion, there is an argument that the ownership remains 
somewhat how it stands today. 
 
If Rapid Erosion is a form of Erosion, then one would have to make the best determination of 
where Low Water was when the inlet migrated as far north as it did.  Then it is the somewhat 
straightforward matter of determining who owned the point and projecting the lines of 
ownership out as the point accreted.  My statement is purposefully worded to insinuate that 
there may be more than one owner of the point. 
 
The simplest solution from a surveying perspective would hopefully be the simplest solution 
from the perspective of the owners.  If the National Park Service, the private property owners 
and the Town of Chatham can all sit down and strike fair lines, then there would be no 
question in the matter.  This might be easier written than performed, but there is always some 
hope that parties can reach an understanding. 
 
If this suggestion proves effective, I would suggest that the Town of Chatham retains the point 
so we as a Town may continue to own and control the beach as it grows. 
 
As people review this, I would suggest that one word is kept in their minds: Fairness.  The 
Town and the National Park Service have acres upon acres of land.  The private property 
owners lost cherished camps that are just about impossible to reconstruct.  While the final 
ownership of a strip of sand is by no means as grand as the ownership of a North Beach 
Camp, it is at least a small comfort and reminder of a great time for the beach. 
 
Respectfully, 
J. Thaddeus Eldredge, PLS 
Eldredge Surveying & Engineering, LLC 
www.ese-llc.com 
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