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     Nature Writer Jan DeBlieu compiled and documented her experiences of a year living 

by the sea in the remote coastal village of Rodanthe, North Carolina. She began working 

on this nature-based theme writing about her island life experiences in 1985 and shared 

what she learned with creation of book Hatteras Journal. Where Jan stayed in Rodanthe 

is part of a group of small towns and villages on a the Outer Banks, which is “a chain of 

barrier islands that juts more than twenty miles into the Atlantic Ocean off North 

Carolina” (DeBlieu 4). She provides narration in first person viewpoint that exhibits both 

the positive and negative aspects of being in rugged terrain where the forces of nature 

range from extremely beautiful to scary. The focus of this analysis is to determine how 

the natural charm of the Outer Banks compares to the concern about the vicious weather 

and harsh environment that is prevalent there. 

     The author engages the reader's interest immediately in the first chapter with 

discussion about a fierce northeast storm of wind that appears suddenly on a gorgeous 

sunny day that had no hint of bad weather.  She portrays images of peace and tranquility 

with the words “for more than a week the incessant Hatteras breezes had been pleasantly 

light” that quickly went to terror when replaced with talk of windows glass rattling, wind 

gusts, and a power outage. “A particularly strong gust shook the house” uses 

personification to add strength to the gloomy setting. The down to earth style of writing 
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utilized seems very appropriate for Jan’s subject of observations so close to nature and 

target audience. She creates a spooky mood by describing her rented house as “the kind 

of old, musty dwelling that would serve as a good home for ghosts” (DeBlieu 6). She 

compares the house to “a ship straining against its anchor” (DeBlieu 4), which is sea 

related metaphor to communicate anxiety and add further drama to the dire weather 

situation.  

     Jan advises she tries to take her mind off the darkness and clamoring winds the 

northeaster brought by reminding herself of the many storms the house she occupied had 

endured. There intermittent contrast between suspense and trying to be calm during the 

storm sets the tone and mirrors the way of life on the Outer Banks. The chapter ends with 

images of beach beauty after the storm passed such as "the sky had deepened to blue, the 

beach was yellow, the sand clear of debris, and no evidence of the storm remained" 

(DeBlieu 21). 

     The writing continues on intermittent journeys of the fabulous views and sunshine to 

vicious storms and gloomy skies. Excellent diction informs about how severe the weather 

in this location can be, as well as the fantastic sights that can be found on this scenic 

chain of islands. A variety of imagery is used consistently throughout this book to appeal 

pleasantly to the reader’s senses as well as remind about potential risk. The audience is 

informed that the Outer Banks is a prime target for storms as well as hurricanes. Jan 

supplies knowledge that “in the continental United States no stretch of coastline except 

for Florida is more vulnerable to hurricanes and northeast storms than the Outer Banks" 

(DeBlieu 5). On the other hand, relaxing in the sun on the beach with a peaceful ocean 

breeze peppered with sea salt "virtually does your breathing for you" (DeBlieu 46).  
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     The worries of the path of the 1985 hurricane named Gloria and her fluctuating 

thoughts of if and when to evacuate are shared with the reader. Foreshadowing the 

predictions of gloom can be seen with words such as “the air was now heavy and damp” 

and “there’s a really strange feeling in the air” (DeBlieu 155). Jan made use of dialogue 

and characterization to portray anxiety and apprehension about the uncertainty of how to 

deal with  a possible strike on the Outer Banks by Hurricane Gloria. She included 

chitchat at the Island Convenience store to show a range of emotions about the hurricane 

such as “I didn’t realize it was that much of a threat” (DeBlieu 154) to “it has the 

potential to be a real killer” (DeBlieu 154). She included one longtime Outer Banks 

resident claims of “I haven’t let for a storm yet” (DeBlieu 154).  At the opposite train of 

thought was another neighbor saying “If it starts to look bad I’m leaving.  It’s not worth 

taking the chance” (DeBlieu 154). External conflict in this journal is the struggle with 

nature against man from the instability of the environment. 

     Jan DeBlieu’s own upheaval was indicated with fluctuating thoughts about whether to 

ride out the storm on the island or head for the better safety offered on the North Carolina 

mainland.  Internal conflict is shown with her acknowledging the sounds of windows 

being boarded, anxious calls from friends, and an order to prepare for evacuation.  She 

told of walking to the beach and noticed the water was steel-gray, which was symbol of 

bad weather and dismal setting.  To try to calm her nerves she focused on gathering what 

essentials to take if she did leave. The uncertainty of what the hurricane might do and 

indecision of what action she should take was clearly demonstrated and was example of 

extreme negativity of nature there. Jan did begin to leave, drove part of the way off the 

island to Nags Head for the night, then changed her mind and returned to Rodanthe the 
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next morning when conditions were not as bad as she anticipate. She did end up leaving 

the island the next day, luckily before the full force of Hurricane Gloria hit Rodanthe.   

     Jan demonstrated the stress of dealing with a hurricane, but also pointed out that 

violent weather eventually leaves and normal coastal life resumes. She told about how 

neighbors helped each other recover from the destruction the hurricane left behind. She 

also communicated that the soothing seaside setting seems to be telling her to slow down 

when rushing too much. "You can not force life to unfold at a faster pace" (DeBlieu 40). 

She realized all living on this sandbar are "on island time (DeBlieu 59)". Her talk of sun 

streaked sea and relaxing beach walks indicate her concern for harsh weather was 

surpassed by a place where "a sense off freedom abounds" (DeBlieu 46). 

     Jan discusses the glorious sights of nature that the Outer Banks offers right after dawn.  

She advises morning is her favorite time on the beach and it is "worth the pain of rising in 

the dark to be out for the early morning light" (DeBlieu 45).  She strengthens the mood of 

scenic awe with the words “A soft, diffused glow  kindles the air, warm molecules of 

light surround every stem, every fleck of sand” (DeBlieu 45).  

     In addition to weather patterns, Jan also observed and wrote about the habits of many 

types of wildlife while on the Outer Banks.  Her interest included Loggerhead Sea 

Turtles, Ghost & Mole Crabs, and a variety of Sea Birds. She expresses concern for 

wildlife when storms are approaching and informs of other challenges wild creatures on 

the islands deal with.  

     She reported of sightings of black-necked stilts, which she considered the most 

intriguing bird in the marsh area of the island.  Her first impression of them was  

perceived as fragile creatures with “hot-pink legs” (DeBlieu 72) that look like they 
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“could snap like glass pipes” (DeBlieu 74)  that seemed frightened and “too fragile to 

survive in a harsh world of predation” (DeBlieu 74).  When she accidentally got too close 

to a stilt nest she changed her opinion that they are one of the "world's most delicate 

creatures" (DeBlieu 74).  What she saw in the eye of the stilt that felt her young were 

threatened was staring back in a "calculating, cold, and thoroughly unnerving" (DeBlieu 

75) manner. The stilt story added an interesting parallel to the contrast of how delicate 

and vicious life on this island can be.    

     Although the appreciation for the island's attractiveness is clear in Hatteras Journal, 

the realization that the Outer Banks is  "a narrow, undulating strip of sand" (DeBlieu 45) 

is also presented. Ribbon of Sand, a book about the Outer Banks published several years 

after Hatteras Journal, points out some concerns similar to Jan’s about Hatteras Island 

and the surrounding areas. According to research of distinguished geologist Robert Dolan 

cited in Ribbon of Sand, the Outer Banks were determined to be “dynamic geological 

systems capable of moving, as winds and currents and violent storms dictate” (Alexander 

Lazell 21).  Robert Dolan’s conclusion fits with words included in Hatteras Journal that 

much about life on the Outer Banks is “dictated by the whim of the wind and 

sea”(DeBlieu 28). Ribbon of Sand also compares living of the Outer Banks with Bible 

verse Matthew 7: 26-27 with the thought that it is a “foolish man which buildeth his 

house on the sand" (Alexander Lazell 2). This Biblical allusion parallels some questions 

Jan posed in Hatteras Journal about how wise it was to stay on this thin remote barrier 

island.   

     Known issues in 1985 were mentioned in Hatteras Journal about beach erosion and 

concern about the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse being taken by the sea. Jan advised in 
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Hatteras Journal that a project was in the works that hoped to save the “famous black-

and-white-spiraled Cape Hatteras lighthouse” (DeBlieu 14). This lighthouse serves as a 

great symbol of the value represented to humans to stay on this thin barrier island in spite 

of the force of nature that suggest it may not be prudent. When Cape Hatteras was built it 

was “fifteen hundred feet from the sea” (DeBlieu 14) per citing in Hatteras Journal. At 

the time of her writing Hatteras Journal Jan informed that the lighthouse base was only 

around seventy feet away from the seawater (DeBlieu 14). 

     In the years after Jan published Hatteras Journal debate continued about how to 

handle the issue of the seawater gradually destroying Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. 

Discussion in It Happened On The Outer Banks, a source of information about the Outer 

Banks published in 2005, concurs with what Jan wrote about the ocean encroaching on 

Cape Hatteras Lighthouse. Data in Hatteras Journal indicated that the situation with 

Cape Hatteras Lighthouse would continue to worsen, which was confirmed in  It 

Happened on the Outer Banks. According to the chapter "Saving the Light" in this book 

by Molly Harrison “Man’s battle to hold back the sea was failing” (Harrison 125) and 

there were conflicting thoughts on whether to move the lighthouse, continue mainteance, 

or let the lighthouse fall in the sea.   

     Resources indicate that by 1996 the lighthouse issue was considered critical and “the 

National Park Service began to seek funding to move the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse a 

half-mile inland” (Harrison 126). Many thought "it couldn't be done, that the risk was too 

great" (Harrison 126); however, the move was successful and referred to as “the move of 

the century” (Harrison 126) as noted in It Happened on the Outer Banks. Out of Harm's 

Way, a book published in 2001 that documented the move of Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, 
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advised "On the evening of November 13, 1999 Cape Hatteras Light was lit once again" 

(Booher Ezell 94) . “Out of Harms Way” states that Hatteras Light serves as “reminder of 

the solace, fury, and treachery of the sea”  (Booher Ezell vii). The thoughts in both of  

these books  are consistent with words of warning in Hatteras Journal about the weather 

challenges and dangers that must be taken into consideration for this tiny place in the sea. 

      A variety of literary techniques to express observations of nature and present facts 

that demonstrate a place that witnesses extremes of both frightening and peaceful weather 

were effectively used to create Hatteras Journal. Diction is used to vividly exhibit both 

the pros and cons of the Outer Banks. The portrayal of fear mixed with intrigue is shown 

by many examples as the reader is taken along in great writing style. Contrast between 

the scenic beauty that draws people to Hatteras Island with the violence and uncertainty 

of natural elements is shown in a myriad of ways. The hurricanes out in the Atlantic bring 

living with indecision as well as the devastation that occurs when storms do hit the area.  

The lure to this gorgeous island is described fantastically by Jan throughout her journal.  

According to author information on East Carolina University Joyner Library website,  Jan 

DeBlieu’s first book, Hatteras Journal, is considered a regional classic on the Outer 

Banks. 

     Jan Deblieu’s epilogue of Hatteras Journal concludes with thoughts of longing for the 

Outer Banks when in Atlanta, Georgia. Taking into consideration what Jan experienced 

about the power, unpredictability, and fear of northeast storms and hurricanes, she still 

gave more weight to the harmonious aspects of the Outer Banks than the negative. She 

wrote "To soothe my homesickness for Hatteras, I conjured up memories of a fall 

afternoon I had spent watching birds on the beach north of town. Those images return to 
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me even now, like a recurring dream that is sweet with beauty yet bitter with a fleeting, 

fragile feel" (DeBlieu 222).  

     Similar to the Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, the people on the Outer Banks have endured 

problems from the harsh sea elements for centuries. However, it appears the good aspects 

of the Outer Banks outshines the bad. Humans and man-made coastal symbols of 

strength, endurance, history, and security are still residing there proudly. The nature 

writer who went to observe and report immersed herself in nature. She witnessed 

alarming weather events in the area, but her vision of living near the sea was not deterred. 

A quote by Jan DeBlieu retrieved from the website of The Southern Nature Project 

advises “ I felt more alive and connected with the landscape than anywhere I'd ever been. 

It was as if the islands claimed me and refused to let me go” (quoted on The Southern 

Nature Project website).  Jan DeBlieu learned of what life on this volatile sandbar 

entailed and decided the picturesque beauty and favorable qualities found on this tiny 

island were worth calling the Outer Banks of North Carolina home.  
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