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The formation of eonnties in South Carolina 

INTRODUCTION 
This guide describes the way each of South Carolina's forty-six coun
ties was formed, supplies maps showing the changing face of the state 
as new counties were established, and lists the counties in alphabeti
cal order, giving the date they were established, an explanation of 
their names, and the county seats. 

The province 
In 1669, in drawing up the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, 
the Lords Proprietors planned to divide the "whole Province" into 
counties and to u~e the counties as basic territorial units for local 
government, administration of justice, granting of land, and election 
of representatives to the legislative assembly. In 1682, after the first 
hard years of settlement, the Proprietors ordered three counties laid 
out. Berkeley County, centering around Charleston, extended from 
the Stono River on the south to Seewee Creek (present-<lay Awendaw 
Creek) where it emptied into Bulls Bay on the north. Craven County 
lay north of Berkeley, and below Berkeley, Colleton extended to the 
Combahee River. Later, a fourth county, Granville, was laid out be
tween the Combahee and the Savannah rivers. 

The colony 
These early counties never lived up to expectations. Throughout the 
colonial period, the small population and its limited legal needs kept 
most government, records keeping, and judicial activity confined to 
the municipal limits of Charleston. Parishes of the established Angli
can Church served as election districts, and courts with jurisdiction 
over the entire colony sat in Charleston. County names were used 
until the American Revolution primarily to locate lands granted or 
sold and to define areas of command for militia units. 

The courts in Charleston, though convenient for judges and law
yers, left residents in the backcountry virtually deprived of justice 
because of the distance to be traveled. Not surprisingly, the level of 
complaints from the population in the back country rose as their 
numbers increased. The General Assembly attempted to correct the 
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The formation of counties in South Carolina 

problem by establishing County and Precinct Courts in 1721 to rule 
on small civil claims and criminal cases whose punishment fell short 
of "life or limb," but these courts had faded out of existence in a de
cade. Finally, in 1769, after agitation in the backcountry had culmi
nated in the formation of the Regulators, who pushed for reform while 
imposing their brand of justice on the area, the General Assembly 
passed an act that divided the province into seven judicial districts. 

The districts of Georgetown, Charleston, and Beaufort were laid 
out below a line running generally from southwest to northeast about 
fifty miles from the coast. Georgetown extended from the North 
Carolina line to the Santee. Charleston lay between the Santee and 
the Combahee. Beaufort sat between the Combahee and the Savan
nah. Northwest of Georgetown was the Cheraws District, bounded on 
the west by Lynches River; west of the Cheraws was the large district 
of Camden, bounded on the west by the river system of the Santee, 
Congaree, and Broad; south and west of Camden, two more large 
districts extended to the Savannah River-Orangeburg to the south, 
and Ninety-Six to the north. All these judicial districts had a court
house town, and six of the seven towns bore the district name. The 
exception, the Cheraws, held court at Long Bluff. 

The state 
Following the American Revolution, South Carolina's government was 
decentralized. Legislation in 1783 ordered the survey of uniform 
counties in each of the seven South Carolina court districts. In 1785, 
after the survey, the General Assembly passed legislation that laid out 
counties in each of the judicial districts and established county courts 
to handle small claims. In 1786, these county courts were authorized 
to carry out many of the duties that previously only the government 
in Charleston had conducted. District courts, presided over by state 
justices, continued to sit at the district courthouse towns. 

The 1785 act gave the Cheraws District the counties of Ches
terfield, Marlboro, and Darlington; it divided Camden District into 
York, Chester, Fairfield, Lancaster, Richland, Claremont, and 
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The formation of counties in South Carolina 

Clarendon counties. It gave Ninety-Six District the counties of 

Spartanburg, Union, Laurens, Newberry, Abbeville, and Edgefield. 
And it divided Orangeburg District into Orange, Lewisburg, Lexing
ton, and Winton (an early version of Barnwell) counties. In 1786, part 
of the unorganized Indian land, which had been taken from the 
Cherokee Indians during the American Revolution and lay northwest 
of Ninety-Six District, became Greenville County; in 1789, the remain

der of the Indian land became Pendleton County. A few counties had 
been set out in the three Low Country districts of Georgetown , 
Charleston, and Beaufort, but there, where the old parish system was 

well established, the counties failed to take root. In 1791 , the four 
Orangeburg counties were abolished. Most of the other counties, 

. ') 

however, survived to become ancestors of the present ones. 
The year 1791 brought other significant, though not funda

mental, changes to the established system. Two new districts and two 
new counties were created. Washington District was formed to encom

pass the counties of Greenville and Pendleton. Pinckney District took 
York and Chester counties from Camden District, and Spartanburg 
and Union counties from Ninety-Six District. Salem County was 
formed from portions of Claremont and Clarendon counties; and 
Kershaw County was formed from portions of Claremont, Lancaster, 

Fairfield, and Richland counties. 
The era of the county courts-from 1785 to 1799-employed 

a tiered court system. At the bottom were the county courts run by 
local Justices of the Peace, who were neither legally trained nor re
quired to be. Above the county courts were the district courts, whose 
trained law judges administered criminal justice and ruled on civil 
cases that were beyond the county court's jurisdiction. Above the 

district courts, a "Constitutional Court" operated as an early Supreme 
Court. Dissatisfaction with the county courts-often attributed to the 

JPs lack of legal expertise-brought about their demise. 
In 1800, most of the counties were transformed into districts. The 

districts took over judicial functions, and justices traveled from court
house town to courthouse town within each of the four circuits. 

3 



The formation of eonnties ha So11th Carolina 

Washington, Pinckney, Ninety-Six, Camden, and the Cheraws districts 
vanished, and the counties they had encompassed became districts. 
Claremont, Clarendon, and Salem counties became Sumter District. 
Marion District was formed from part of Georgetown, Colleton Dis
trict from part of Charleston, and Barnwell District from part of 
Orangeburg. Georgetown yielded Horry District in 1801 and 
Williamsburg District in 1804. That same year, Lexington District was 
formed from Orangeburg with roughly the same territory as the old 
county of the same name. The changes were designed to give citizens 
easier access to the state's circuit courts, but the small claims func
tion, formerly filled by the county courts, made for heavy case loads. 

By 1804, South Carolina's judicial districts presented a picture 
of roughly uniform size. Jurisdictions, however, overlapped. District 
courthouses probated estates and recorded land transfers within their 
district boundaries, but the state's equity courts had different and 
larger jurisdictions. Election districts sometimes encompassed more 
than one judicial district, but more often a single judicial district held 
more than one election district. Most judicial districts contained sev
eral regiments of the state militia. Other functions of local govern
ment, such as poor relief, education, and road building were carried 
on in a bewildering variety of ways. 

Changes to the system in the period before the Civil War were 
few. In 1826, Pendleton was divided into the two districts of Pickens 
and Anderson. In 1855, Clarendon District was taken from Sumter 
with the same boundaries as the old Clarendon County of 1785. 

Reconstruction and the Constitution of 1868 gave local gov
ernments some autonomy. The Constitution stated that "the Judicial 
Districts shall hereafter be designated as Counties," formed Oconee 
County from the western part of Pickens, and established four other 
counties. Law and equity courts merged, no longer maintaining sepa
rate courts, districts, or circuits. In 1871, Aiken County originated 
from parts of Orangeburg, Edgefield, Barnwell, and Lexington; in 
1878, Hampton County emerged from part of Beaufort; in 1882, part 
of Charleston became Berkeley County; and in 1888, parts of Marion, 
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The formation of counties in South Carolima 

Darlington, Williamsburg, and Clarendon merged to become Flo
rence County. 

An ordinance of the Constitutional Convention of 1895 cre
ated Saluda County from part of Edgefield. Since then, ten more 
counties have been established. Four of these were constituted in 
1897; Bamberg emerged from Barnwell; Cherokee from parts of 
Spartanburg, Union , and York; Dorchester from Berkeley and 
Colleton; and Greenwood from parts of Abbeville and Edgefield. The 
remaining six counties were created soon after-Lee, in 1902, 
emerged from parts of Darlington, Kershaw, and Sumter; Calhoun, 
in 1908, from parts of Orangeburg and Lexington; Dillon, in 1910, 
from Marion; Jasper, in 1912, from Beaufort and Hampton; 
McCormick, in 1916, from Edgefield, Abbeville, and Greenwood; and 
Allendale, South Carolina's last county, in 1919, from Barnwell and 
Hampton. ■ 
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The formation of counties in South Carolina 

• 
Pro1,rietary Counties, 1682 
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AWENDAW CREEK 

In 1682, after the first hard years of settlement, the Proprietors ordered 
three counties laid out. Berkeley County, centering around Charleston, 
extended from the Stono River on the south to Seewee Creek (present
day Awendaw Creek) where it emptied into Bulls Bay on the north. 
Craven County lay north of Berkeley, and below Berkeley, Colleton 
extended to the Combahee River. Later, a fourth county, Granville, 
was laid out between the Combahee and the Savannah rivers. 
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The formation of counties in South Caroliim 

Parishes of the Anglican Church 

GEORGIA 

ohn's Colleton 1730 

St. Helena's 1712 

ATLANTIC 
0 C E A N 

Throughout the colooial period, the small populan<>n and its limited 

legal needs kept most government, records keeping, and judicial acnv

ity c<>nfined to the municipal limits of Charlest<>n. Parishes of the es

tablished Anglican Church served as elecn<>n districts, and courts unth 

jurisdicn<>n over the ennre colony sat in Charlest<>n. 

7 



The formation of eo,mties iu South Carolim, 

Districts, 1769-1784 

8 

NORTH 
CA ROLINA 

Georgetown extended from the North Carolina line to the Santee. 
Ozarleston lay between the Santee and the Combahee. Beaufort sat be
tween the Combahee and the Savannah. Northwest of Gearget:own was 

the Cheraws District, bounded on the west by Lynches River; west of 
the Oieraws was the large district of Camden, bounded on the west by 
the river system of the Santee, Congaree, and Broad; south and west 
of Camden, two more large districts extended to the Savannah Ri,ver
Orangeburg to the south, and Ninety-Six to the north. 
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The formation of c,-ounties ill South Carolima 

Distriets and eounties, 1785 

Indian 
Land 

NINETY-SIX 
DISTRICT 

DISTRICTS (7) 

County Courts - Estobllshed (20) D 

CHERAWS DISTRICT 

The 1785 act gave the Cheraws District the counties of Chesterfield, 
Marlboro, and Darlington; it divided Camden District into York, 
Chester, Fairfield, Lancaster, Richland, Claremont, and aarendon 
counties. It gave Ninety-Six District the counties of spartanburg, Union, 
Laurens, Newberry, Abbeville, and Edgefield. And it divided 
Orangeburg District into Orange, ~burg, Lexi,ngton, and Winton 
(an early version of Barnwell) counties. 
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The formation of eo1mties in South Cm•oliJm 

Dist1·iets and Counties, 1786-1790 

DISTRICTS (7) 

County Courts (22) 

In 1786, part of the unorganized Indian land, which had been taken 
from the Cherokee Indians during the American Revolution and lay 
northwest of Ninety-Six District, became Greenville County; in 1789, 
the remainder of the Indian land became Pendleton County. A few 
counties had been set out in the three Low Country districts of 
Georgetown, Charleston, and Beaufort, but there, where the old par
ish system was well established, the counties failed to take root. 
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The formation of comities 01 South Carolina 

Distriets, 1791-1799 

Pic kensville 

• 
WASHINGTON 
DISTRICT 

DISTRICTS (9) 

NINETY-SIX 
DISTRICT 

Pinckneyville 

• 
Cheraw • 

Georgetown 

Charleston 

In 1791, the four Orangeburg counnes were abolished, and two new 
districts were created. Washington District was fonned to encompass 
the counnes of Greenville and Pendleton. Pinckney District took York 
and Chester counties from Camden District, and Spartanburg and 
Union counnes from Ninety-Six District. 
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The formatim1 of eow1ties ht South Carolina 

Districts and Counties, 1791-1799 

COURT DISTRICTS (9) 

County Courts (20) 

PINCKNEY DISTRICT 

In 1791, Salem County was formed from portions of Claremont and 
Clarendon counties; and Kershaw County was formed from portions 
of Qaremont, Lancaster, Fairfield, and Richland counties. 
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The formation of counties in Sout.h Carolina 

Districts, 1800-1814 

In 1800, most of the counties were transformed into districts. Wash
ington, Pfrzckney, Ninety-Six, Camden, and the Cheraws districts van
ished, and the counties they had encompassed became districts. 
Claremont, Clarendon, and Salem counties became Sumter District. 
Marion District was fanned from part of Georgetown, Colleton Dis
trict from part of Charleston, and Barnwell District from part of 
Orangeburg. Georgetown yielded Horry District in 1801 and 
Williamsburg District in 1804. That same year, Lexington District was 
formed from Orangeburg with roughly the same territory as the old 
county of the same name. 
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The formation of emmties in South Carolina 

Districts, 1815-1867 

14 

In 1826, Pendletan was divided into the two districts of Pickens and 
Andersan. In 1855, Clarendan District was taken from Sumter with 
the same boundaries as the old Clarendon County of 1785. 
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The formation of c,-01111ties i11 South Carolina 

Counties, 1868-1870 

The Constitution of 1868 stated that "the Judicial Districts shall here

after be designated as Counties" and fonned Oconee County from the 

western part of Pickens. 
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The formation of eo1111ties in South Carolina 

Counties, 1871-1877 

16 

In 1871, Aiken County originated from parts of Orangeburg, F.dgefield, 
Barnwell, and Lexington. 
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The formation of counties in South Carolina 

Counties, 1878-1907 

In 1878, Hamp-ton County emerged from part of Beaufort; in 1882, part 
of Charles-ton became Berkeley County; and in 1888, parts of Marion, 
Darlington, Williamsburg, and Clarendon merged w become Florence 
County. In 1895, Saluda County was created from part of Edgefield. 
In 1897 Bamberg emerged from Barnwell; Cherokee from parts of 
spartanburg, Union, and York; Dorchester from Berkeley and Colle-ton; 
and Greenwood from parts of Abbeville and Edgefield. In 1902, Lee 
emerged from parts of Darlington, Kershaw, and Sumter. 
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The formation of comities i11 South Caroli11a 

Counties, 1908-1915 

Calhoun emerged in 1908, from parts of Orangeburg and Lerington; 
Dillon, in 1910, from Marion; Jasper, in 1912, from Beaufort and 
Hampton. 
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The formation of counties in South Carolina 

Counties, 1916-1993 

McConnick emerged in 1916 from Edgefield, Abbeville, and Green

wood; and Allendale, South Carolina's last county, emerged in 1919, 

from Barnwell and Hampton. 
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Tbe formatio11 of eomaties ht So11tb Caroli11a 

A list of South Carolina counties 

Abbeville-est. 1 785-named after a French town of the same 
name-county seat, Abbeville. 

Aiken County-est. 1871-named for Governor William Aiken
county seat, Aiken. 

Allendale County-est. 1919-named for the Allen family-county 
seat, Allendale. 

Anderson County-est. 1826-named for Robert Anderson, a 
RevohHionary War soldier-county seat, Anderson. 

Bamberg County-est. 1897-named for Major William Seaborn 
Bamberg, who helped to create the town first known as 
Lowery's Turnout-county seat, Bamberg. 

Barnwell County-est. 1800-named for members of the Barnwell 
family-county seat, Barnwell. 

Beaufort County-est. 1785-named for Henry, Duke of Beaufort, 
one of the Lords Proprietors of Carolina-county seat, Beaufort. 

Berkeley County-est. 1882-includes part of 1682 county named 
after John and William Berkeley, two of the Lords proprietors of 
Carolina-county seat, Moncks Corner. 

Calhoun County-est. 1908-named for statesman John C. 
Calhoun-county seat, St. Matthews. 

Charleston County-est. 1785-originally called Charles Town and 
named for King Charles II-county seat, Charleston. 

Cherokee County-est. 1897-named to honor the Cherokee 
Indian nation-county seat, Gaffney. 

Chester County-est. 1785-named by settlers after Chester, 
Pennsylvania-county seat, Chester. 

Chesterfield County-est. 1785-named for Lord Chesterfield, 
English politician and author-county seat, Chesterfield. 

Glfrendon County-est. 1785-named for the Earl of Clarendon, one 
of the efras Proprietors-county seat, Manning. 

Colleton County-est. 1798-includes part of 1682 county named for 
Sir John Colleton, one of the Lords Proprietors-county seat, 
Walterboro. 

20 

.. 

D 

D 

D 

E 

F 

F 

C 

C 

C 

F. 

F 

J: 

L 

L 



C: 

y 

1 

1 

s 

1 
f 

• 

The formation of c,-ounties in South Carolina 

Darlington County-est. 1785-origins of name uncertain___'.'.county 
seat, Darlington. 

Dillon County-est. 1910-named for J. W. Dillon, who led move
ments to get a railroad and later the new county-county seat, 
Dillon. 

Dorchester County-est. 1897-named for Dorchester, Mass., where 
early colonial settlers came from-county seat, St George. 

Edgefield County-est. 1785-said to be named for being at the edge 
of the state on the border of the Savannah River and Indian lands
county seat, Edgefield. 

Fairfield County-est. 1 785-in one version, named for Lord 
Cornwallis's exclamation, "What fair fields! "- county seat, 
Winnsboro. 

Florence County-est. 1888-named for Florence Harllee, 
daughter of General W.W. Harllee, president of the Wilmington 
and Manchester Raillroad-county seat, Florence. 

Georgetown County-est. 1 785-named for King George II of 
England-county seat, Georgetown. 

Greenville County-est. 1786-there are several traditions for the 
origin of this name-county seat, Greenville. 

Greenwood County-est. 1897-named for the plantation of Judge 
John McGehee-county seat, Greenwood. 

Hampton County-est. 1878-named for Wade Ha_mpton, Confed
erate general, S.C. governor, and U.S . senator-county 
seat, Hampton. 

Horry County-est. 1801-named for Colonel Peter Horry, 
Revolutionary War hero-county seat, Conway. 

Jasper County-est. 1912-named for Sergeant William Jasper, 
Revolutionary War hero-county seat, Ridgeland. 

Kershaw County-est. 1791-named for Colonel Joseph Kershaw, 
soldier, merchant, S.C. legislator-county seat, Camden. 

Lancaster County-est. 1 785-named by settlers for Lancaster 
County, Pa.-county seat, Lancaster. 

Laurens County-est. 1785-named for Henry Laurens, president 
of Contenental Congress and diplomat-county seat, Laurens. 

21 
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Lee County-est. 1902-named for Robert E. Lee, Confederate 
commander-county seat, Bishopville. 

Lexington County-est. 1785 (1804)-named for battle that started 
the Revolution-county seat, Lexington. 

McCormick County-est. 1916-named for Cyrus Hall McCormick, 
inventor-county seat, McCormick. 

Marion County-est. 1798-named for Revolutionary War General 
Francis Marion-county seat, Marion. 

Marlboro County-est 1785-named for John Churchill, first Duke 
of Marlborough-county seat, Bennettsville. 

Newberry County-est. 1785-the origin of the name is unknown
county seat, Newberry. 

Oconee County-est. 1868-there are several versions of the Indian 
origin of this name-county seat, Walhalla. 

Orangeburg County-est. 1785-named for the Prince of Orange, 
son-in-law of King George II-county seat, Orangeburg. 

Pickens County-est. 1826-named for Andrew Pickens, 
Revolutionary War general, S.C. legislator, U.S. congressman
county seat, Pickens. 

Richland County-est. 1785-perhaps named "rich land" for its 
natural assets-county seat, Columbia. 

Saluda County-est. 1895-named after the river that was named for 
an Indian tribe-county seat, Saluda. 

Spartanburg County-est. 1785-named for the Spartan Regiment 
in the American Revolution-county seat, Spartanburg. 

Sumter County-est. 1 798-named for Revoltuionary War General 
Thomas Sumter-county seat, Sumter. 

Union County-est 1785-named for the Union Church-county 
seat, Union. 

Williamsburg County-est. 1804-named for Prince William, son of 
King George II-county seat, Kingstree. 

York County-est. 1785-named by settlers for York County, 
Pennsylvania--county seat, York. ■ 
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