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I appreciate the kind invitation to be with you tonight and want to thank the staff of 

the Charleston County Public Library.  I particularly, however, want to thank all of you for 

coming out. 

I’d like to begin by telling you a little bit about Chicora Foundation since while we’ve 

been around since 1983, we’re often overlooked.  Chicora is a public non-profit operating 

under a broad heritage preservation umbrella that includes archaeological and historical 

research. While we are a small organization I’m very proud of our research – and our 

dedication to making that research available to the public. If you go to the State Library  or 

South Caroliniana catalog and search under Chicora you will find nearly 500 of our 

publications available. In contrast, the Institute of Archaeology and Anthropology, a state 

agency, can boast only about 300 publications.  

In spite of our numerous published reports, it’s important for me, like Sir Isaac 

Newton, to remind you that, “If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of 

giants.”  So, I’ve prepared a brief list of rice-related publications, both by other authors and 

by those of us at Chicora. I know that the Charleston County Public Library either has all of 

these, or can obtain them through interlibrary loan. 

Tonight I’ve been asked to talk about rice, focusing on its history and archaeology. I 

decided to explore with you five different archaeological sites that we have worked at – all 

of which were rice plantations. 

But first, let me challenge you to think back to your childhood history and what you 

were taught about rice. If you’re from South Carolina you may, like me, remember that rice 

was taught in the context of a great advancement and almost certainly was put in the 

context of tidal rice cultivation, exemplified by the rich 19th century Georgetown planters.  
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For example, in 1964 we knew rice was introduced by a ship’s captain, John 

Thurber, and it created “great” rice plantations. The only down side was that it “brought a 

hoard of slaves to work the crop.” 

In fact, that “hoard” was at least 10 million Africans. For their cargoes of human 

flesh, the traders sailed to Africa with iron and copper bars, brass pans and kettles, cowry 

shells, old guns, gun powder, cloth, and alcohol. In return, ships might load on anywhere 

from 200 to over 600 enslaved Africans, stacking them like cord wood. The crowding was 

so severe, the ventilation so bad, and the food so poor during the “Middle Passage” of 

between five weeks and three months that a loss of 15% of their “cargo” was considered 

the normal price of doing business.  

Carolina planters developed a vision of the “ideal” slave – tall, healthy, male, 

between the ages of 14 and 18, “free of blemishes,” and as dark as possible. For these ideal 

slaves Carolina planters in the 18th century paid, on average, between £100 and £200 

sterling. In today’s money that is between $11,000 and $23,000. 

By 1985 textbooks acknowledged that there were different theories regarding the 

introduction of rice, but tidal rice was still all that was worth discussing and rice still made 

the planters very wealthy. 

As Sam Cook explained in his song, Wonderful World,  we “Don't know nothin' 'bout 

history,” or at least we didn’t know much until the 1990s when history and archaeology 

began collaborating to produce a much broader, more complex, and far more spectacular 

understanding. 

Let’s begin, however, with a simple review of how rice was grown over much of its 

history, without paying any particular attention to where it was grown – uplands, swamps, 
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tidal, South Carolina, North Carolina, or Georgia – or to a specific time period since 

cultivation techniques changed over time. 

Geographers, historians, and even primary sources provide good explanations of the 

processes needed to convert a swamp, or marsh, into a rice field.  Similarly, we have 

excellent drawings and discussions of the trunks that allowed water to flow into and out of 

fields or prevented any flow, as conditions demanded. There are even accounts of the 

constant upkeep needed to repair storm damage. 

What is more difficult to calculate is the human toll. As one period author observed, 

Negroes, anckle and even mid-leg deep in water which floats an ouzy mud, 

and exposed all the while to a burning sun which makes the very air they 

breathe hotter than the human blood; these poor wretches are then in a 

furness of stinking putrid effluvia: a more horrible employment can hardly be 

imagined. 

 In fact, these Carolina rice fields have been described as charnel houses for the 

enslaved. Malaria and enteric diseases killed off the low country slaves at rates which are 

today almost unbelievable. Based on the best plantation accounts it is clear that while 

about one out of every three slave children on the cotton plantations died before reaching 

the age of 16, nearly two of three African-American children on rice plantations failed to 

reach their sixteenth birthday and over a third of all slave children died before their first 

birthday. Rice’s macabre record of slave deaths has been traced to two primary factors – 

one was malaria, the other was the infants’ feebleness at birth, probably the result of the 

mothers’ own chronic malaria and their general exhaustion from rice cultivation during 

pregnancy. 
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 While little discussed, we can expect rice plantations to have very large slave burial 

grounds. African American burials are even occasionally found outside of cemeteries and in 

village areas. 

In preparation of planting, the land would be plowed or hoed; the stubble might be 

turned under or burned. The field would be leveled and planting would begin sometime 

between the middle of March and the middle of April. Trenches for the seeds would be 

opened up about 15-inches apart and about 2 bushels of seed would be sowed per acre. 

The seed might be lightly covered with soil, although many planters preferred using 

what  was known as “clayed” rice - rice that had clay applied to it. This clayed rice would 

not float when water was applied to the fields and thus was not covered with soil. 

Planters had a variety of opinions regarding appropriate seed rice. Some believed 

that rice from the north was better, others believed the rice should be either from the north 

or south, while others felt that it really made no significant difference. All, however, agreed 

that appropriate seed rice should be heavy, well formed, not damaged by processing, and 

should be free from volunteer or red rice. It appears that relatively few planters during the 

antebellum were raying rice – a process of screening to remove weeds and damaged grains.  

A sprout or point flow was then applied to the field for about two weeks. It was 

reported that this protected the seed from birds, rid the fields of trash, and would set the 

seed. After that the fields were drained. When the crop was five to six weeks old it might 

receive it first hoeing in order to remove grasses. Alternating water and hoeing would 

occur during the season, with planters typically hoeing at least twice and sometimes as 

often as three times. 
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Joint water would be put on the fields at the last hoeing and would remain there 

until the grain was mature, usually in about two months. Each planter had their own means 

of judging when the rice was ready for harvest, but they all involved the rice ripening from 

the bottom of the stalk upwards. The rice would be cut with a sickle or hook. Tasks for the 

African American slaves ranged from quarter an acre per day up to three-quarters of an 

acre. 

The cut rice would be laid on the stubble to cure. The following day, once the dew 

was off, this rice would be gathered up, tied in sheaves and then packed in rice flats that 

would carry five to seven acres of rice production, and taken back to the barn yard. There it 

would be stacked in small ricks to cure. In the barnyard, the rice would be separated from 

the straw by flailing to produce what was called rough rice (rice removed from the straw, 

but not yet hulled).  

The next step was milling, which removed the indigestible hulls from the rice grains. 

In the antebellum the rough rice would be placed in a wooded mortar and it would be 

pounded by hand using a wooden pestle. By using a tapping and rolling motion, a skilled 

slave could produce 95% unbroken, whole rice, while a less skilled or tired slave could 

easily shatter half of the rice. It was at this stage that rice would be separated into “whole 

rice” that was exported, “middling rice,” that was partially broken and used by the planter, 

and “small rice,” or small broken grains that would be given to the slaves. Milling also 

produced a small amount of rice flour that required immediate use or it would spoil.  

A second pounding was typically done to remove the inner skin, or bran. This 

produced a white rice and without the fatty bran the rice was less likely to turn rancid 

during transit. 
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After pounding the rice was winnowed in order to remove the rice grains from their 

associated trash. Afterwards the rice would be packed in barrels.   

Planters estimated two to three 600 pound barrels of rice to the acre was a good 

yield and expected each slave to harvest about 10 barrels. 

Since most of us are used to opening a bag of processed rice, it is useful to spend a 

moment to look at what Carolina Gold Rice really looks like – in the field and close-up. Here 

we can see the seed rice, the hulled rice after flailing, as well as the resulting chaff. And at 

the bottom, we see rice that has been “pounded.” 

The three qualities of rice – whole, middling, and short – are seen here. 

And in this final slide we see the red rice plant and red rice grains. 

 Turning back to the origin of rice, much has been made of its introduction by 

Africans, a view most especially proposed by Judith Carney, a geographer. She may be 

correct, but our rush to embrace this idea overlooks several important issues raised by 

historian Philip Morgan. For example, Carney presumes that South Carolina imported a 

very large proportion – even a disproportion number - of its slaves from rice-producing 

areas. Yet, when rice production got fully underway in South Carolina, the Upper Guinea 

Coast – where rice dominates – was not a major supplier of enslaved Africans. For example, 

in 1730 only about one in eight slaves was from a rice producing area of Africa. It wasn’t 

until the third quarter of the 18th century that slaves from rice producing areas became a 

majority of those imported. By 1800, slaves from non-rice producing areas were again the 

majority. Overall, South Carolina received only 40% of its slaves from rice producing areas 

of Africa. In contrast, Maryland received 56% and Louisiana more than 60% of their slaves 

from the Upper Guinea Coast. Why was rice not introduced to those areas? 
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 The point is that the introduction of rice is still a complex issue for which we have 

simple, but not necessarily correct, answers. Yes, Africans may well have played a part in 

the process, but their presence alone doesn’t seem to explain the entire process.  

  A few historians, such as Converse Clowse recognize that most of the late 18th  and 

19th  century accounts of rice cultivation barely touch on the early trials and problems 

before launching into a discussion of tidal culture. 19th  century tidal rice is better 

described, better understood, and seemingly more “representative” of low country 

plantations than any other rice production that existed. Yet it represents the culmination of 

socio-technological evolution and can only be understood in the context of the wider 

developmental sequence of rice production and economy. 

 By 1710 rice was described as “much sow’d,” and rice was being cultivated on sandy 

pine uplands no differently, either in location or technique, to other crops such as corn or 

peas. The crop was planted in April and harvested in September. Descriptions include 

planting the seed in trenches and using at least three hoeings. There are also hints that at 

least some planters were beginning to make the shift from the dry uplands to wet uplands, 

perhaps even to lowlands. 

 There seems to have been a turning point about 1720 with rice cultivation shifting 

from dry to wet cultivation. Francis Young’s 1722 tract on trade, while not providing 

details on the method of cultivation, does reveal a spike in production occurring in 1720. Of 

equal interest, the account also talks of the decline in prices that accompanied this 

increased production – a problem that would haunt rice planters for years to come. 

 It is also interesting that during this early period naturalist Mark Catesby 

commented on the “degeneracy” caused by successive sowing of the same seed on the land, 
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“causing it to turn red.” This was, of course, the red rice that shattered so easily and 

remained viable in the soil to cause volunteer rice – the bane of rice planters during the 

antebellum. 

 Middle 18th century accounts describe planting rice in areas of rich and moist soil 

that is usually two feet under water at least two months in the year. Cypress swamps were 

perfect and were being irrigated by water from springs, from rain-fed reservoirs, or from 

dammed rivers.  

 Unfortunately, virtually all of the accounts of swamp cultivation post-date the 

period of inland rice cultivation by 50 to 100 years. In other words, in spite of considerable 

research into early rice cultivation, there are no accounts of rice technology dating from 

1720 through 1760 that would help refine our understanding of inland swamp cultivation 

and water control. 

 William Bull’s 1770 account of rice production alludes to some of the features 

discussed, but fails to provide very clear details: 

Many large swamps, otherwise useless, and affording inaccessible shelter for 

deserting slaves and wild beasts have been drained and cultivated, with such 

banks as to keep our torrents of water in planting season, and, by reservoirs, 

supply artificial rain when wanted; thus while a nuisance is removed, a great 

quantity of our best land has been acquired. 

Although we have almost no period accounts that provide details concerning the 

technology of water control, there are numerous plats that provide graphic representations 

of inland swamp rice cultivation. Let’s look at a couple. 
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 This first plat shows “rice fields” just below or downstream of a dam and an area 

labeled “reserve.” Although a lot of details are lacking, the plat documents at least a portion 

of the control system often described – a bank erected between two high ground areas to 

hold back water used as necessary to irrigate the rice fields. This second plat, dating from 

1791, shows crosshatched swamp areas, while just below them is “Reservoir about 20 

acres.” A dam separates this reserve from five distinct rice fields, each banked, separated 

by a dam, and ranging in size from 10 to 22 acres. 

 A significant problem associated with swamp rice was its vulnerability to freshets or 

seasonal floods. Sudden large quantities of water would destroy the upper dam or flood 

over it. This, in turn, would either flood crops, washing them away, or burying them under 

silt. Just as importantly, heavy rainfall would raise the level of streams, making it 

impossible to gravity drain fields. Floods were common and, it seems, rarely deserved any 

detailed commentary or comment.  There were exceptions – for example the “great rains” 

during the summer of 1766 that did much damage to roads, bridges, and rice. There are 

also occasional reports of rice having been “rotten” by flooding or the  fields being “under 

Water.”  

Nearly as severe was the inability of most reserves to capture enough water to 

protect against severe droughts that were a part of the Carolina landscape. There were 

significant eighteenth century droughts in 1746 and 1765, with far more frequent periods 

of reduced rainfall.  In fact Henry Laurens comments in one letter, “Burning droughts, 

devastating Tempests, destructive Rice Birds, & worthless Overseers, Should always be 

held in view at the Commencement of a Rice Crop” – implying that some factors (such as 

the weather) were always variables over which the rice planter had no control.  
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 At modern-day Liberty Hall Plantation in the Goose Creek area of Berkeley County, 

we had the opportunity explore an 18th  century inland swamp plantation of Isaac and 

Benjamin Mazyck. Four different areas of the plantation were explored, with two shown 

here as Areas B and D, dating to the first quarter of the 18th century.  

 Area D was that of an early slave structure situated on the edge of the swamp rice 

fields and only a stones-throw from a remnant dike that likely prevented flooding of the 

settlement.  The area was exceptionally low, with poorly drained, mucky soils. 

Architectural items, such as brick, nails, and window glass, were almost non-existent. 

Ceramics were dominated by Colono Ware, a low-fired, slave-made earthenware. No 

clothing or personal items were found. A few clay pipe fragments were recovered, as well 

as a couple of smoothing stones used to produce Colono Ware pottery. What we see is an 

assemblage of poverty and the barest of shelters. The site was abandoned by the American 

Revolution. 

 In contrast, we believe Area B was occupied by a white overseer. Artifacts include a 

variety of European wares such as porcelains, white salt glazed stonewares, delft, clouded 

wares, North Devon Gravel Tempered ware, and Westerwald. The collection provides a 

mean ceramic date of 1734. While the ceramics represent a variety of costs, most of the 

vessels were hollow-wares such as cups and bowls, forms that would have been used for 

one-pot stews. Like the slave settlement, Colono Wares were also present at the site of the 

overseer, accounting for over two-fifths of the assemblage. 

 Another noticeable difference between the slave and overseer was the nature of the 

architectural remains. Recovered were abundant nails, brick, window glass,  interior 

plaster, and even door lock fragments. Also present were gunflints, likely indicating the 
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presence of weapons. Clothing items, including a button and scissor fragment, were 

recovered, as well as a bead and a paste stone from jewelry.  

 While there is no doubt that the overseer was far better off than the enslaved 

Africans working on the plantation, the overseer’s diet was dominated by poor cuts of 

meat, primarily cow, including feet and heads. Otherwise, the overseer faunal assemblage 

included a single chicken, a box turtle, raccoon, opossum, and skunk.  

 By the early antebellum, activities on the plantation changed with a new owner that 

constructed a main settlement and brought his slaves into a nucleated settlement. The few 

isolated 19th century slave settlements observed in the study probably represent gate 

tenders or perhaps slaves assigned the task of preventing predation by rice birds. 

Regardless, their settlements included primarily European ceramics and small quantities of 

Colono Ware. Other artifacts were relatively uncommon. The few nails and occasional brick 

indicate that architecture continued to be ephemeral.  The few tobacco, arms, or clothing 

items are suggestive of an impoverished lifestyle. While personal items are uncommon, two 

specimens from the 19th century – a blue bead and a mirror fragment – may represent 

African American ritual or spiritual activities that often go unrecognized in archaeological 

studies. 

 By the late 1730s tidal cultivation was almost certainly beginning. For example,  a 

January 1739 South Carolina Gazette notice offered two tracts of land for sale: “each 

contains as much River Swamp, as will make two Fields for 20 Negroes, which is over 

flow’d with fresh water, every high tide, and of consequence not subject to the Droughts.”  

An other ad in January 1741 offered 1,400 acres for sale on the Combahee River that was 

described as “in good Tide’s way.” It’s important, however, to understand that it took 
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another 50 years for the transfer to be completed. Tidal cultivation must be understood in 

an evolutionary context – focusing on the gradual development through years of 

experimentation and use of existing technology. 

 In fact, virtually all of the technology found in tidal cultivation had already been 

developed for inland swamp rice cultivation. For example, we can see the gradual evolution 

from plug trunks – hollowed out cypress logs with a plug in one end to control flow – to 

hanging flood gates still seen today as water control devices in coastal impoundments. 

Of almost as much interest as the transfer itself are the circumstances surrounding 

the shift. One historian notes that by the late 18th century, rice planters were experiencing 

problems with weed and insect control, as well as soil exhaustion – and these problems 

may have spurred the adoption of tidal cultivation techniques. Another suggests that the 

resumption of slave importation in the late 1740s helped make possible the shift from 

inland swamps to tidal floodplains. Others focus on the economics, pointing out that while 

tidal cultivation would eventually save labor by increasing production per worker, the new 

method required incredible amounts of slave labor to clear the marshes, create the miles of 

dikes, build the trunks, and then maintain a system that was at constant risk of being 

washed away. Historians such as Judith Carney point out that it wasn’t until the recovery 

from the American Revolution that planters were able to invest the huge sums necessary to 

advance tidal cultivation.  She has noted that, 

The 1780s formed a watershed in the development of tidal planting. 

Innovators had earlier built up a crucial reserve of knowledge about 

techniques of exploiting tidal lands; a larger group of planters now had the 

incentive to use these techniques. 



Rice and Archaeology - Michael Trinkley, Chicora Foundation, Inc. 13 
 

 It is during this transition period that our second site – Old House – was occupied by 

Daniel Heyward, the son of Thomas Heyward of James Island. The site is also often linked 

with Thomas Heyward, Jr., signer of the Declaration of Independence and prominent 

political figure in South Carolina history both before and after the American Revolution. 

Thomas, Jr. was born at Old House and is buried there in the Heyward grave yard. He also 

oversaw the operation of the plantation after the death of his father and before it was 

passed to William Heyward, Thomas’ half-brother. 

 The main house was initially built ca. 1740, shortly before Daniel Heyward brought 

his new wife to live on what was a frontier. While somewhat austere, there is 

archaeological evidence that the estate was established along fairly rigid, symmetrical lines. 

The house was aligned with a flanker and the cemetery to the west and the kitchen to the 

east. 

 The initial small house core measured about 53 by 20 feet. The raised basement was 

bricked and perhaps used as a warming kitchen or for storage. Above were two floors. The 

first would have been used for the little formal entertaining and dining undertaken by 

Daniel Heyward, while above would have been the bed chambers.  

 When the house was enlarged, perhaps c. 1810, it was extended  south, with the 

original core becoming the back of the house. The rectangular shape was modified to 

produce a “T” plan with a through hall and rooms off either side. The expansion is clearly 

visible in the large quantity of 19th century architectural hardware, including brads and cut 

nails, plaster, marble tile, mortise locks, and butt hinges. This expansion probably utilized 

the wealth generated by Heyward’s rice cultivation – a pattern that was very common. As 

planters became more successful they sought to conspicuously display their wealth. 
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 There is much that I could say about Old House since we were fortunate to be able to 

not only excavate areas at the site, but also reanalyze excavations by the Charleston 

Museum from 1965. But excavations at main houses and kitchens are relatively common. 

So instead, I’d like to focus on the plantation landscape, especially the landscape 

immediately to the south in the adjacent tidal marsh. 

 The landscape created by Daniel Heyward was almost certainly intended to be 

viewed from the Euhaw River, since the main house’s formal entrance faced that direction. 

It is likely that Heyward’s settlement, surrounded by cleared ground, provided an 

impressive array to those sailing up the creek in the mid to late 18th century. 

 The impression must have been re-enforced by the diversity of structures and 

activities which were also taking place in the marsh. Here an additional five, possibly six, 

structures have been identified. 

 There is a small structure, about 13 by 14½ feet, on the edge of the creek. Situated 

in an area perfect for docking, this may have represented a boat house or other landing 

facility. Situated almost due south of the main house, visitors would immediately notice – 

and appreciate – the wealth and power of the Heyward family. 

 About 260 feet east, or downstream, was a much more impressive structure — 

Heyward's tidal rice mill. This was a fairly major complex, spread over an area about 80 

feet along the edge of the creek. The structure itself measured about 45 by 33 feet and it 

was here the rice would have been pounded to remove the hull and polish the grain. The 

mill was associated with a gate of brownstone and a now buried trunk about 16.5 feet in 

width. There is also a nearby section of dike, which may have originally connected to the 
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section seen near the small structure to the west. They probably served to impound water 

allowing for longer periods of mill operation.  

At the edge of the high ground was another marsh structure, measuring about 34 by 

20 feet. Perhaps this building served as a warehouse, allowing storage of the grain after it 

was winnowed but before it had been milled. 

Also in the marsh are two small foundations, each about 5 feet square. Their 

function is uncertain, although they may simply have served as lookout stands or perhaps 

as bird blinds. 

All of these different marsh structures were tied together by a complex plank road 

network. The main "artery" from high ground to the mill was 40 feet in width, testifying to 

the traffic which took place between these two spots. Running off the main roadway were 

narrower connectors, about 20 feet wide. 

To the east of the mill is an area of made ground, evidenced by ballast and pilings. A 

small pile of brick in this area may represent yet another building. Certainly some form of 

activity was taking place here, since the effort had been made to create the land and protect 

it from erosion. 

Nearby, to the east of the mill, a north-south running canal had been created by 

Heyward to bring Euhaw Creek up against the bank. Where this canal terminated we don't 

yet know, although it certainly went past the area owned today by Jasper County. 

This marsh landscape must have been every bit as impressive as that seen on the 

high ground, although the marsh was clearly more industrial in nature. The dichotomy we 

see today — between residential mansion and industrial building — may have been less 

obvious, or important, to period observers. It was rice which brought Daniel wealth and 
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prestige. He and his contemporaries may have recognized that the two were different sides 

of the same coin. 

Old House provides archaeologists and historians with a rare glimpse of what we 

typically don’t see at plantations. Since virtually all coastal archaeology is done for 

compliance purposes and sadly is too often low bid, marsh areas such as this are ignored, 

with the “justification” that the marsh won’t be developed. Of course, this apology 

overlooks that marshes are eroding or being covered by rising sea levels. It also overlooks 

looting taking place by relic collectors and most importantly, it overlooks our inability to 

tell the complete story. 

Having looked at what can be found in the marshes of rice plantations if we only 

look, let’s move north to Jehossee Island and the plantation that William Aiken acquired by 

1830. Aiken served in the S.C. House of Representatives, the S.C. Senate, was governor of 

South Carolina, and was eventually elected to the U.S. House of Representatives. Jehossee 

was seen by many as model of rice production in an area that was otherwise devoted to 

cotton. 

Although the island incorporates about 4,000 acres of upland, our archaeological 

investigations focused on about 100 acres where antebellum maps revealed extensive 

plantation settlements. 

 As a result of the reconnaissance survey, 16 sites were identified, including the 

standing overseer’s house, three different slave settlements, an African American cemetery, 

three rice mills, six areas of rice trunks or other features, a possible stable, and the main 

house. The island, surrounded by salt or brackish water, was scattered with wells and 

cisterns – the only means of ensuring a fresh water supply. In some respects, Jehossee is a 
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“frozen in time” site that archaeologists talk about with passion. Unfortunately, it was 

receiving only minimal attention by an agency more interested in ducks than archaeology. 

 In the marsh were rice trunks, timbers to support the dike system, a possible dam, 

and other features we find brief descriptions of in period literature, but hardly ever see. 

The archaeology reveals that the historical accounts often leave much to be desired. For 

example, while accounts talk of marsh soil being “thrown up” to form the dike systems, 

Jehossee teaches us that bulkheads were used during dike construction to protect the dike 

and prevent erosion.  

 Also on the edge of the marsh is a tidal water mill. Elevations in the area range from 

a foot above mean sea level to over 3 feet below – testifying to a substantial change in sea 

level.  Because the remains are exposed for only brief periods, relatively few features could 

be documented, but include a bulkhead lining the canal, a brick wall or foundation covered 

with marsh peat,  buried wood structural timbers, and remains of a causeway.  Buried 

remains of wood, unidentified organic debris, and metal were encountered, as were timber 

sills of 10x10 inch heart pine. Also present were abundant pilings and inland was a dike 

protecting the mill yard. 

 Another mill is found on somewhat drier ground. Remains there consist of a 7-foot 

square brick chimney with an existing height of about 32 feet. The brick bond suggests a 

late 18th or early to mid 19th century construction. At the base on the east side is a barely 

visible arch. To the northwest is a flue from the boiler to chimney, with the brick arch 

robbed, leaving only the spoil piles on either side of the original flue run. At the western 

end are two remaining brick walls spaced about 15 feet apart. These helped support the 

boiler room and steam engine that provided power to the threshing operations. 
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 To the southwest is a bell shaped cistern or well that provided water for the boiler. 

Beyond is a granite threshold, perhaps for a barn that held the rice prior to processing. To 

the northwest is a small canal that was used to transport the rice to the mill. 

 This is an example of the 19th century steam powered mills that are found across the 

South Carolina low country. 

 The Jehossee slave settlements are now little more than brick mounds lining the 

road, but these are very common and in some areas there are defined pier systems and 

chimney supports. Some of these were double pen structures – houses for two families 

with one room on either side of the central chimney.  We have photographs from Jehossee 

from about 1910 that show single and double pen structures. They also reveal pole or 

plank fences, which are seen commonly in early 20th century photographs of African 

American yards. 

 The slave burial ground is still preserved, being located rather close to the 

settlement and wedged between two protective dikes. Only two graves are marked with 

commercial stones. One individual was living during slavery, dying in 1874, while the other 

was born during the Civil War and died in 1886.   

 Still standing on the island is the overseer’s house. While often cited as being 

constructed in 1830, the year Aiken acquired the plantation, the architecture is generally 

ambiguous, although an antebellum date seems reasonable. The paired front doors and 

interior layout are unusual. The upper level of the south façade seems awkward with its 

blank center bay, but there is no evidence that a centered window ever existed. Attic roof 

supports appear original, with pegged construction. There’s no indication that dormers 

ever existed.  Transoms at front and back entries, first floor wood fireplace surrounds, a 
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chair rail in the east parlor, are all intact. Also of note is the stair, pegged in place, with a 

columnar  (k -l m n r) newel, square pickets, and half-round handrails cut to fit each 

other where they abut at the upper stair hall.  

 Finally, while none of the buildings for the main settlement are intact, the remains 

that are present are incredible.  There’s no indication that Aiken reserved particularly high 

or favorable ground for his settlement. Today at high tide, portions of the site are overrun 

with water. This seems to have also affected Aiken, since at one time the entire settlement 

was surrounded by a dike. The settlement was, however, located in an area where 

residents could catch breezes from both the north and west, perhaps helping to cool the 

house and keep it somewhat disease free.  

 Our investigations found the remains of six structures, a possible well, two cisterns, 

and an extraordinary range of marble pedestals, vases, and statuary that comprised the 

gardens surrounding the settlement. 

 Structure 1 was found at the eastern edge of the property. It measured 24 by 35 feet 

and had a corner chimney, suggesting one large open floor. This structure is the billiard 

room mentioned in various historic accounts. 

 Structure 2 is the main Jehossee plantation house. The structure includes 13 tabby 

piers with a footprint measuring 41 by 23 feet. The rectangular form and associated 

dimensions suggest a simple I-house, something appropriate for an early 18th century 

settlement and not unlike what was found at Old House.  

 The remaining piers are all brick and they expanded the house forming a 41 foot 

square core, with the addition to the north. There are two brick fireplace supports laid up 

against original tabby piers and two additional supports in the center of the house, serving 
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the spaces to the north. The archaeology also reveals small rooms measuring about 17 by 

18 feet with chimneys, on the east and west of the structure. While the central block was 

two stories in height, these additional rooms were only one story.  The structure also had 

its own cistern, situated at the northwest corner. 

 Structure 3 is found just west of the main house and is connected by a brick 

walkway. Unfortunately, this structure is today only a brick mound although we believe 

that is was the kitchen, based on the large quantity of faunal remains recovered. 

 Structure 4 is located northwest of the main house at the edge of the marsh. The 

structure measures 34 feet in length and 21 feet in width with a central chimney and a 22 

by 11 foot cistern at its western end. It’s interesting to note that when full, this cistern 

would have held nearly 6,800 gallons of water. This likely represents a double pen 

structure for main house servants.  

 Structures 5 and 6 are also found at the marsh edge or actually in the marsh. 

Structure 5 is about 10 by 12 feet, Structure 6 is larger, about 16 by 22 feet. Both structures 

lack a chimney, suggesting utilitarian functions. I can’t help but make comparisons with the 

similar structures found at or in the marsh from Old House.  

 Finally, there were a number of marble bases or pedestals, vases, and vase supports, 

as well as two statues scattered around the main house. The pedestals and vases are 

uniform and well executed. The statues are less so, with the remaining feet and hands out 

of proportion and poorly carved. Nevertheless, it is exceptional to recover anything like 

this from plantation garden settings and speaks to Aiken’s wealth. 

 Any tour of rice and archaeology would hardly be complete without at least a brief 

look at a plantation in the Waccamaw area. Our work incorporated research at Willbrook, 
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Turkey Hill, and Oatland, just south of Brookgreen Gardens. This plat of Willbrook shows 

the typical rice plantation layout, including the main house and multiple flankers, two slave 

settlements, multiple rice barns, and of course the rice fields. A postbellum plat of Oatland 

and Turkey Hill is interesting since it not only shows the location of the original settlement 

at Turkey Hill, but also a dam and mill pond associated with Oatland, just north of the 

Oatland settlement. 

 Most of our investigations here focused on the African American settlements, but we 

did record both the plantation cemetery and an African American burial ground. The 

Allston cemetery is found on a small, level terrace overlooking the rice fields. It is enclosed 

by a brick wall measuring about 75 by 57 feet. The African American cemetery is associated 

with Oatland Cemetery. Wood markers were at one time present, but by the time of our 

investigation only two stones were identified. One was for Albert Doctor, born in 1837, and 

the other was for Virgil Blye, born in 1857.  

 Looking at just one of the slave structures, we identified a double pen slave cabin 

measuring about 28 by 14 feet with a central fireplace.   Nearby was a large feature – about 

8 feet in diameter and nearly 4 feet deep – that was a clay extraction pit that had been 

backfilled using yard trash. The structure produced a mean ceramic date of 1763, but was 

likely occupied until the Civil War, when it was abandoned.  

 While the slave structure was fairly typical, the main Oatland house was less so. The 

structure measured about 32 by 30 feet and was identified by only disturbed piers and 

remnants of the front steps, with the structure facing northwest. Architectural remains 

included abundant nails, window glass, and very fine three-coat plaster. Feature 6 was 

found to be a lime slaking pit, probably dating to the construction of the house, although 
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eventually covered over by one of the piers. This structure has a mean ceramic date of 

1844, but was probably contemporaneous with the slave occupation. 

 After looking at interior swamp and tidal rice plantations from one end of the South 

Carolina to the other, I want to briefly talk about the wealth that rice brought. 

 Rice did bring considerable wealth to 18th century low country planters. It’s 

estimated that the mean total wealth per white inhabitant about 1760 was $59,000. Of 

course half of this was tied up in African American slaves. At the time of the American 

Revolution the free occupants of Charleston seemed to be far wealthier than either the 

middle colonies or New England. On the other hand, if we look at per capita wealth that 

incorporates the vast number of enslaved African Americans, then Charleston residents 

were not so wealthy. 

 By the eve of the Civil War the gap between these areas and the Charleston low 

country had narrowed considerably. In fact, if we look at mean nonhuman wealth per 

capita the distance separating the low country and other areas of the US had greatly 

decreased by 1860. 

 Rice became increasingly unprofitable during the 19th century. While the largest 

planters may well have seen positive rates of return on the eve of the Civil War, in 

comparison with the 18th century the overall rates had dropped dramatically. The 

profitability of rice remained dismal throughout the postbellum. 

 In spite of the poor returns, output remained quite high until the Civil War. And then 

something changed. Period observed complained of hurricanes and African American 

laborers who didn’t want to work. There was competition from the phosphate industry. 

There were white managers and owners with increasingly little expertise in rice 
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production, there was the loss of seed rice. There was also increasing competition from 

Texas and Louisiana. Some historians also point out that of all the tropical and semitropical 

staples in the Americas, rice was easily the least significant on the world stage. Rice was 

simply not that important to the West.  

 Thus, just like naval stores, indigo, cotton, and phosphate mining, all extractive 

industries that used and then abandoned the land, rice failed and the vast rice fields were 

largely deserted. Many rice plantations became resorts for rich northerners and the fields 

were converted into waterfowl hunting preserves.  By 1905 Henry James described 

Charleston as a “flower-crowned waste.” 

 In summary, I want to take you out of South Carolina to the Wilmington, North 

Carolina area, to Orton and Kendal plantations, once owned by “King” Roger Moore, 

described at one point as “pestiferous.” Moore and his family succeeded in acquiring huge 

amounts of acreage, most of which was used in naval store production. By the late 18th 

century, under the ownership of Benjamin Smith, rice may have been produced on the 

plantation, although the presence of cotton is far better documented. By the early 19th 

century, with the economic collapse of Smith, there are some sale ads that suggest rice may 

have been produced at the plantations and by 1838 rice production is well documented. In 

1850 Orton produced 325,000 pounds of rice, increasing to 561,600 pounds in 1860. 

Adjacent Kendal produced 22,700 pounds that same year. Rice production continued into 

the postbellum, but gradually waned. The last rice on the plantation was shipped out in 

1934. 
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 Work at Orton has documented the main house, as well as several standing slave 

cabins that were used into the early 20th century. It has also documented both the 

plantation cemetery and the African American cemetery.  

 But what I’d like to leave you with is that Orton and Kendal have been acquired by a 

descendant of Moore who is seeking to promote the preservation of the property and is 

even restoring the rice fields.  Dikes are being repaired and, in some cases, rebuilt. The 

fields are being cleared of noxious vegetation and planted with an intermediate crop to 

remove the salt from the soil. New trunks are being installed. Just as in South Carolina, 

North Carolina may soon be producing Carolina Gold and thus we have come full circle. 
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Area Total Wealth Non-Human Wealth

New England 38.2 38.0

Middle Colonies 45.8 44.1

Charleston District 416.0 179.6

Wealth per Free Capita, 1774 (£ sterling)

Area Total Wealth Non-Human Wealth

New England 36.6 36.4

Middle Colonies 41.9 40.2

Charleston District 83.2 35.9

Wealth per Capita, 1774 (£ sterling)

Wealth per Capita, 1860 ($)

Area Total Wealth Non-Human Wealth

New York 596.99 596.99

Massachusetts 625.19 625.19

SC Low Country 777.44 384.42
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Year or Period Net Rate of Return

1710 12.5%

1740-1770 13.5 to 33.5

1768 25.0

1828-1840 -6.2 to 4.9

1832 1.44

1830s – 1840s 0.33 to 1.0

1841-1852 -6.57 to 0.1

1850 -3.05

1850-1860 -4.73 to -3.52

1859 -28.3
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South Carolina Rice Production (millions of pounds of clean rice)
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