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Abstract:
The digital tool Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age uses mapping and time-aware
tools to visually reconstitute the spatial history of Civil War– and Reconstruction-era
Hilton Head, one of the Sea Islands off the coast of South Carolina. In our own time,
Hilton Head Island is known as a vacation paradise with pristine white-sand beaches
and manicured golf courses. The history of the spatial transformation of the island and
its direct connection with the local transition from slavery to freedom is important yet
infrequently told, let alone shared in an open-source format. Changes in the island’s
use, coupled with the natural ravages of time (including a severe hurricane in 1893),
have effaced many of the material traces of Hilton Head’s past, leading researchers to
rely more heavily on other evidence of the area’s history. Tracing Transformations mines
extant archival sources and uses that information to reconstruct the region’s visual
transformation between the years 1860 and 1865.
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Tracing Transformations: Hilton Head Island’s Journey to
Freedom, 1860–1865: Scholarly Essay 
by Dana E. Byrd

with Tyler DeAngelis

Scholarly Essay

A few old forts and a pair of cemeteries punctuated by a half dozen historical markers are the
only visible traces remaining to testify to the transformation of Hilton Head Island, South
Carolina, during the Civil War (fig. 1). In November 1861, Union forces invaded this part of the 
archipelago of barrier islands that hug the South Carolina coast, granting early freedom for
slaves and swelling the island’s population with military forces. Over a matter of months,
Hilton Head changed from a site of slavery into a bustling military complex that not only
supplied the military machine of the Union but also supported freedom for ex-slaves. Present-
day readers might marvel at Hilton Head’s historical significance, as the island has since lost
most of its wartime character and is currently known as a vacation destination. Following new
inquiries spurred by the development of this project’s digital mapping tool, this essay analyzes
the changing face of Hilton Head Island during this seminal five-year period, and determines
that through the efforts of the military and of the freedmen who lived there, the island
underwent a radical spatial and cultural reorganization that transformed it from an agrarian
community dependent on slave labor to a military encampment wherein the labor of ex-slaves
remained a vital component, yet, as free people, they were now able to participate in the
community and be paid for their efforts. The Old South was shuffled aside for a New South.

The Web Application:
Tracing Transformations: Hilton Head Island’s Journey to Freedom, 1860–1865
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Fig. 1, Map of St. Helena Sound and the Coast Between Charleston and Savannah, 1861, published by A. Williams

and Co. (Boston), Library of Congress, Washington, DC. [larger image]

I developed the mapping tool, titled Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age, to help me
organize the relevant information within a geographically oriented framework, which would
in turn help me better understand the spatial dimensions of Hilton Head’s transformation (fig.
2). On Hilton Head Island, Union soldiers and sailors, newly freed slaves, and well-meaning
missionaries participated in a laboratory for freedom that preceded the Emancipation
Proclamation by almost a year.[1] Each of these constituencies produced its own narrative of
that experience, leaving a trail of archival material including documentary photographs,
tourist views, period accounts of military life, missionary reports, military documents, and
celebratory postwar regimental histories. Scholars working on this subject have productively
considered these materials separately from each other, but gathered together, these records
allow for deeper understanding of the internal organization of the island, especially the way in
which it was dramatically reordered between 1861 and 1865. Tracing Transformations in a Digital
Age has inspired fruitful lines of inquiry about patterns of military and freedmen occupation
on Civil War Hilton Head that I will investigate in this essay.

Fig. 2, Dana E. Byrd and Tyler DeAngelis, Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. The map is stored on a

server at Bowdoin.edu, and this version will reflect further additions or revisions made to the data. An

archived version of the site as of October 2015 is available at https://bowdoincollege.maps.arcgis.com/apps/

webappviewer/index.html?id=189811af503748e896235d08ab73f665. [larger image]
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The familiar phrase “events take place” is the methodological force behind this essay’s
exploration. Place can be recuperated through a methodology that incorporates a diversity of
objects and sources in order to understand the relationships they mediate between people and
the landscapes they inhabit.[2] In the case of Hilton Head Island during the Civil War, these
relationships enable us to better understand the process of freedom making. When Union
troops invaded the island, they did not, contrary to some histories written after the fact,
instantly and fully eradicate the architecture and order of slavery; we know this by studying
what was left behind. In the course of building the interactive multimedia map for Tracing
Transformations in a Digital Age, the picture of the experiences of the military and the freedmen
and -women on the island that came into focus demonstrated that freedom was not an
overnight process but, rather, a series of incremental changes that occurred over a four-year
span. In the antebellum era, Sea Island plantations were often represented in literature and
visual art as idyllic sites of agricultural production—an image that shifted radically when,
during the war, the Union military occupied the island and transformed the traditional
master-slave plantation economy into a community powered by waged workers. This
transformation of space lasted until nearly the turn of the twentieth century, at which point
Northern businessmen who had been introduced to the island by way of its Civil War history
began buying large swaths of land for the establishment of exclusive hunting clubs, a trend
that paved the way for the island’s eventual transformation into a vacation destination.[3]

Why Hilton Head Island, South Carolina? Politically, those on the Union side saw South
Carolina as particularly deserving of invasion and restructuring; indeed many of the
Confederacy’s political and military leaders hailed from the coastal areas of the state, making
South Carolina a place of national relevance. As one Union soldier explained: “To fully
comprehend the fitting punishment of South Carolina we must keep in remembrance her
position before the war. . . . She was rich, and aristocratic, and looked upon the people of the
North with contempt.”[4] From this same perspective, statesmen such as “Squire” William
Pope (1788–1862), military leaders such as General Thomas Fenwick Drayton (1809–1891), and
others who owned large tracts of land populated by enslaved workers accordingly encouraged
secession from the antislavery Union as a means of preserving their wealth. Until the start of
the Civil War in 1861, the Hilton Head Island plantations—including Pope’s Coggins Point and
Drayton’s Fish Haul [Hall]—were profitably dedicated to the production of Sea Island cotton
(figs. 3, 4), which was big business throughout the region.[5] Per-capita wealth in Beaufort
District (of which Hilton Head Island is a part) was more than three times the national average.
[6]
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Fig. 3, The Coggins Point plantation, as shown on Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. [larger image]

Fig. 4, The Fish Haul plantation, as shown on Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. [larger image]

A prime commodity from 1820 until 1870, Sea Island cotton required a special set of spatial
and geographic conditions for its production—parameters that led to a particular organization
of space and labor on the plantations. These conventions are exemplified by Drayton’s
plantation (figs. 5, 6, 7). A visitor to Fish Haul would first encounter acres of sandy-soiled fields
punctuated with rows of three-to-four-foot-tall cotton plants. In the late fall, moistened by
ocean breezes, these plants would be dotted with glossy cotton bolls.[7] The next element of
the plantation to come into view would be the wide lane ornamented with live oak trees and
flanked by a dozen small cabins for enslaved workers. On the Sea Islands, each of these cabins
housed at least two families in a space measuring on average fourteen by twenty feet. Only
after reaching the end of this “slave row” would the visitor be treated to the sight of the “big
house,” or planter’s residence, through a monumental gateway. On the Sea Islands, this
residence was generally a double-pile house constructed of wood and elevated on brick piers,
with access to the first floor on both the land and water sides. Depending on our visitor’s
relationship to the Draytons, she might be invited into the front parlor of the home to rest on
the fine furniture; she might even be asked to stay for supper to enjoy a sumptuous meal
attended to by enslaved servants. Access to anything beyond the public rooms of the first floor
would have been restricted. Genteel behavior was absolutely required.
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Fig. 5, Henry P. Moore, Drayton’s Negro Quarters, Hilton Head, SC, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress,

Washington, DC. [larger image]

Fig. 6, Henry P. Moore, Drayton’s Fish Haul, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC. This

photograph shows the landside entry of Fish Haul. [larger image]

Fig. 7, Henry P. Moore, Drayton’s Fish Haul, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

[larger image]
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A visitor approaching by water would experience the plantation in reverse: first the big house
on the bluff, then the neat outbuildings, the slave quarters, and finally the extensive cultivated
fields. The positioning of the main house in relation to the slave quarters ensured that the
workers were under surveillance day and night; this close watch was considered necessary to
prevent insurrections, particularly as on South Carolina plantations enslaved workers usually
outnumbered their owners fifty to one.

Also important to the function of the plantation was its proximity to the Port Royal harbor.
The trip to Charleston could be made in a few hours, ensuring that free Hilton Head residents
were not geographically isolated and could receive supplies by boat. Most importantly,
however, the port was the method by which the island’s precious cotton could be easily
conveyed to market and sold for enormous profits.[8] Most Sea Island cotton plantations
hewed to the conventions exemplified by Fish Haul.[9]

During the summer of 1861, as the Department of War organized the military to reclaim
portions of the South, strategic circumstances made the Sea Islands, and Hilton Head Island in
particular, an irresistible prize for Union forces. The deep natural harbor at Port Royal Sound
in the vicinity of Beaufort and Hilton Head Island, which had primarily been used to ferry
cotton to market, was alluring to the Union navy because it would allow them to control the
waterways and, thus, commercial and military traffic up and down the southeastern coast. On
November 7, 1861, Union warships massed at the mouth of Port Royal Sound for what was at
that point the largest sea battle in US naval history.[10] The “Big Gun Shoot” lasted only a few
hours, and when it was over, Forts Walker and Beauregard had been captured, white planters
and their families had fled inland for safety, and their property and enslaved workforce of
twenty-five hundred had been left behind. All twenty-four Hilton Head Island cotton
plantations were abandoned by their owners and subsequently claimed and occupied by Union
forces.[11] The island’s social and economic dimensions were instantly altered.

These changes, including the military occupation of plantation houses and the repurposing of
structures, were in some respects a normal outgrowth of wartime activities, but given the
circumstances, they were especially disruptive to the spatial organization of Hilton Head.[12]
Because of its proximity to the harbor, Squire Pope’s main house on the eight-hundred-acre
Coggins Point plantation was ideal for staging a military occupation.[13] The genteel two-story
mansion, with mansard roofs and a floating staircase, was at the center of the plantation and
offered panoramic views of the island (fig. 8). As early as November 1861, the home was
transformed into a busy administrative building, housing the chief quartermaster’s office and
the telegraph station, as well as the signal station for the island. Signal Station, a photograph
taken by New Hampshire photographer Henry P. Moore in March 1862—six months after the
invasion—captures the house in its new role as a signal station for the Union (fig. 9).[14] We see
the corps members who have supplanted Pope capitalizing on the commanding view, keeping
watch of flat “lowcountry” terrain, waterways, marsh, sound, and ocean in order to
communicate with Union forces along the coast. Signals sent from the Hilton Head Island
Station could be seen from warships at anchor in the channel, such as the USS Wabash, and
across the sound to soldiers at Fort Beauregard (later renamed Fort Seward) on Bay Point.[15]
The view Squire Pope had enjoyed over his dominion was swiftly altered and pressed into the
service of waging war.
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Fig. 8, Henry P. Moore, photograph taken from the top of the main house at the Coggins Point plantation,

March 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC. [larger image]

Fig. 9, Henry P. Moore, Signal Station, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

[larger image]

Coggins Point had been spatially organized to facilitate the production of Sea Island cotton,
while also conveying the wealth and gentility of its owners. The configuration that had been so
effective in managing slave labor was then used by Union officers to exert a similar control
over the landscape. The clustering of military complex buildings on the northeastern end of
Hilton Head allowed the Union to easily defend the island from Confederate attack, as any
vessels approaching by water could be seen well before they landed. The signal station was also
a highly visible marker of Union presence, and slaves who could see it from neighboring
islands were moved to defeat the surveillance systems meant to hem them in and escape to
Hilton Head in order to free themselves. They came by the hundreds. Northern missionaries
also capitalized on these waterways beginning as early as November 1861, when they began
traveling to the area from Philadelphia, New York, and Boston. Similarly, the waterways that
had been so vital to expediting the sale of Sea Island cotton were used to deploy soldiers and
sailors in order to reclaim the southeastern coast from the rebels.[16] The military’s control
here is directed outward, toward other spaces on the Sea Islands, unlike the former
landowner’s control, which was exerted inward on the captive population that was his enslaved
workforce. In choosing Pope’s plantation for use in this way, the military took full advantage of
its access and physical proximity to the water, its view of neighboring islands, and its
commanding control of ocean traffic; and although this observation is not explicitly recorded
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in primary sources, the facts became evident through their coordination in this project (fig. 10).
[17]

Fig. 10, The military complex, as shown on Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. [larger image]

In 1862, the Department of the South, a military district comprising areas of South Carolina,
Georgia, and Florida, was officially founded at Hilton Head.[18] The headquarters required an
enormous military operation to enact the war department’s victory plan. This operation
included the provision of supplies and services for a combined military and civil force
numbering forty thousand people. In a pattern repeated across the island, vestiges of the old
plantations were shamed by new, shining technological marvels necessary for the
transformation. As an example, Squire Pope’s dock was unable to serve the large naval ships
that could only sail in deep water. Rather than eradicating Pope’s dock, the Department of the
South constructed right next to it an enormous “long dock,” extending some 1,277 feet,
complete with railroad tracks.[19] New Hampshire photographer Henry P. Moore took a
photograph of the pier from the top of the Pope house (a.k.a. the new Union signal station)
that also shows the old dock to the immediate left of the new pier (fig. 11). Here, we see the two
docks, old and new, one made by slaves, the other crafted by freedmen; one built for cotton
export, the other to fuel the war machine; one Southern craftsmanship, the other Northern
engineered. My discovery of these two docks emphasizes the capacity of Tracing
Transformations in a Digital Age to help modern researchers visualize historical spaces. Even
after having examined this photograph in detail, I did not notice that both docks were present
until I used the tool to toggle back and forth between different temporospatial contexts. Only
then did the evidence in the photograph lead to my realization that old and new existed in the
same place. This narrative of coexistence is different from the Department of the South’s
traditional account of the dock, which insists that the new eradicated the old (fig. 12, view
online).[20]
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Fig. 11, Henry P. Moore, Long Dock, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC. Squire Pope’s

old dock is visible to the immediate left of the new dock. [larger image]

Fig. 12, GIF demonstrating the 1861–1865 transformation of Squire Pope’s plantation, as shown on Tracing

Transformations in a Digital Age. [larger image]

In addition to the sanctioned actions of the military on Hilton Head Island, the occupying
forces did not in all cases respect antebellum plantation boundaries, and in several cases
subjected the island to looting. Daniel Eldredge, the historian of the Third New Hampshire
Regiment, mused on the Northerners’ claim to southern space, writing: “The Third New
Hampshire landed and went into camp in a cotton field to make room for tents. To get on
shore—to plant our feet on the other fellows’ heath—was exhilarating, inspiring.”[21] This
feeling of possession perhaps contributed toward making even the most honest soldier more
likely to loot the abandoned mansions and storehouses of the “contemptuous” sea island
planters. In a letter home to his sister, Henry Stark, a member of the New Hampshire
Regimental Band, described these looting campaigns, writing: “The island is covered with
plantations, which are entirely deserted by their owners, and we just take what we want. I went
out with Hamilton and another fellow yesterday to a plantation about five miles from camp
and got as many oranges as we could carry. The soldiers are in the houses carrying away
furniture, and everything else almost. I got some books and a plate.”[22] Stark’s use of the word
“covered” addresses the fact that the entire island was made up of twenty-four plantation
spaces held by various owners. To the occupying soldiers from the North, this arrangement of
space must have felt vastly different from their Northern towns, which contained a mixture of
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public, church, and private lands (fig. 13). Through Stark’s assessment, we come to understand
the regional specificity of space, and the discomfort produced in a Northerner by the tiny
fiefdoms that were the antebellum plantations.

Fig. 13, Amos Doolittle, Plan of New Haven, 1817. Engraving on paper. Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

New Haven was organized on a nine-square grid, with the center square reserved for common use. Like

other New England towns, churches were placed near the green, which constituted the city’s essential core.

[larger image]

Pope’s plantation may have been ideal for establishing a military complex, but it was only
temporarily suitable for housing the hundreds of ex-slave refugees fleeing from the mainland
and other areas beyond Union lines. Beginning in November of 1861, these freedmen who
streamed to the island sought protection and nominal freedom under the aegis of the Union
forces on Hilton Head. Twenty thousand former slaves living on the South Carolina Sea
Islands transitioned to freedom under careful monitoring of the federal government through
a program dubbed the Port Royal Experiment. Two years before the Emancipation
Proclamation took effect, the experiment was a program of national and local importance, and
was a proving ground for newly freed slaves: if Sea Island workers could manage themselves in
freedom, they would demonstrate the ability of former slaves throughout the South to be
neatly incorporated into the fabric of the nation. Freedmen on Hilton Head were the first of
the Southern slave population to experience such a change in their circumstances, and the
historical record is replete with written and visual accounts of their experience.

Some sources note that by early 1862 there were nearly a thousand additional “contrabands”
(as the escaped ex-slaves were known to the occupying forces) living under the protection of
the military, and the federal encampment—by then known as the Department of the South—
was quickly overrun by those who would free themselves.[23] A majority of the residents who
were crowded together in the camps on the Sea Islands were women, children, and the elderly.
[24] Most slaves who chose to flee their homes probably had no inkling of the cramped
conditions that awaited them in their first days in the contraband camps, and indeed life in the
barracks may have been a step down in terms of the quality of their living space; a comparison
with the thoughtfully laid out and sturdily built slave quarters on the Fish Haul plantation
supports this contention (see fig. 5). Housing the refugees in barracks rather than tents or other
structures was, however, the most convenient option for the army, as it allowed for sheltering
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many people in a small space. Unfortunately for those who lived in them, the barracks were
not conducive to privacy, and they were neither spacious nor quiet. The imposition of
undifferentiated spaces on the freed population did nothing to help the escaped slaves adapt to
their new freedom. These structures were built during the summer of 1862 under the
supervision of the army quartermaster, and although it is unclear where they were located, it is
likely that they were placed within the military complex (fig. 14).[25] By housing refugees in
purpose-built barracks, the military effectively secured the population under its protection.
[26]

Fig. 14, This image, from Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age, shows the likely location of the freedmen’s

barracks. [larger image]

Within a short time, it became apparent that the barracks were an ineffective means of
managing the freed population. Less than three months after their construction, in October
1862, a reporter for the New York Times described the barracks area as “a sort of Five Points, half
stye, half brothel.”[27] The article’s invocation of the notorious crime- and poverty-ridden
section of Manhattan indicates that life in the barracks had descended into bedlam. Even more
striking here is the use of place to invoke socioeconomic status; using Five Points as shorthand
suggests that the freedmen were thought of in the same socioeconomic terms as Irish
immigrants in New York City. The attempt to organize the freed population had to be refined.

The solution to this problem was the creation of Mitchelville.[28] When General Ormsby M.
Mitchel and his staff proposed the development of a community for the newly free residents
of the area, they chose a form that was as different as possible from the former slave quarters
of Hilton Head. The space they chose was an uncultivated portion of the Fish Haul plantation.
The founding of the town had three goals: to alleviate problems associated with the mass
housing of large numbers of freedmen at the post of Hilton Head and related encampments;
to provide adequate living conditions for this populace; and to develop skills of self-
management among the freedmen. The federal officials certainly felt a clear obligation to treat
the freedmen properly, especially given the general opinion in the North that the Southern
planters had not done so. In what follows, I routinely direct the reader’s attention to the
interactive multimedia map to illustrate my observations about the daily life of freedmen at
Mitchelville.
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Portions of Mitchelville were built and occupied by March 1863. A New York Times article from
late 1862 recorded the development of the town and made this assessment: “The Negroes were
to build their own houses . . . and they should begin to learn what freedom means by
experience of self-dependence.”[29] This reporting not only echoes the previously mentioned
goal of developing the freedmen’s skills of self-management, it also explicitly links
architecture to freedom and self-sufficiency.[30]

In order for this program to be successful, freedmen had to be not only rehabilitated from the
damaging effects of slavery but also lifted up from what white people considered their racially
inferior condition. Materially, this meant that the freedmen eschewed the plantation cabins of
old—structures that, like the barracks, had forced them to share quarters with other enslaved
workers they were not related to—and instead erected homes that were designed for lives lived
in freedom. Using lumber foraged locally and milled in the military camps, each family unit
was given supplies to build a house. Two archival sources—a half dozen extant photographs of
the town taken by Samuel Cooley and an 1865 map of the area produced by the federal
government—have been aligned in Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age to serve as
foundations for the claims that follow.

The structures the freedmen built varied tremendously. They used military-supplied boards,
wood shake shingles, bitumen paper, brick, and glass to construct and ornament their homes,
but because they were used in an array of combinations, the individual homes exhibit a fair
amount of variety. The humid climate and proximity to the ocean were certainly factors in the
need to raise all the houses above grade, and this detail suggests that most of the interior
flooring was probably made of boards rather than bare dirt. Clay from the beach was likely
used as chinking. Many of the houses were sealed with a layer of whitewash, lime, or paint.
Residents were restricted only by the size of their lots and the availability of materials (fig. 15).

Fig. 15, Samuel A. Cooley, View of Mitchelville, 1865. Albumen print. National Archives, Washington, DC.

[larger image]

Even with the insights provided by Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age, there is no obvious
visual organization to the siting of Mitchelville homes on lots. Some were oriented with the
gable to the street, others with the ridge. Thanks to the digital tool, the spatial organization of
the homes can be reconstructed. The placement of the houses are more regularly spaced on
the northern portions of town, suggesting that they adhered to the military’s regular plan of
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“neat and laid out streets”; it is thus likely that these were the first areas developed by the
freedmen.[31] It is noteworthy that these houses were also the closest to the plank bridge that
connected Mitchelville to the military encampment. Written sources suggest that this bridge
was patrolled by freedmen sentries to prevent soldiers from harassing women in the village.
[32]

Mitchelville continued to grow, with the southern, eastern, and western edges of town showing
a less rigid layout that suggests they were developed later. In 1864, members of the
Pennsylvania 32nd US Colored Regiment built Fort Howell on the western edge of the town.
[33] The earthworks fort was built in a former cotton field on the western end of the Fish Haul
plantation, and the town’s citizens were protected by the military billeted there until the end of
the 1860s. Mitchelville, complete with businesses and community spaces, reached its peak in
1865, when it was home to three thousand residents (fig. 16, view online).

Fig. 16, GIF demonstrating the growth of Mitchelville between 1863 and 1865, as shown on Tracing

Transformations in a Digital Age. [larger image]

A review of extant photographs of Mitchelville reveals that the wide variety of the shapes and
sizes of the houses was simplified and generalized on an 1865 map of the town; the mapmakers
represented the footprint of each house with the same size square.[34] The Chicora
Foundation’s archaeological investigation of portions of the town has found traces of postholes
that suggest that none of the homes was larger than 220 square feet. This means that the
typical home in Mitchelville was about 100 square feet smaller than the average Sea Island
slave cabin, although that space often housed multiple families.[35] The Mitchelville houses
were also grouped much more closely together than the slave cabins built only a few years
earlier (fig. 17). The tight arrangement of multiple house types indicates a return to kin-based
community organization. Nuclear families occupied single homes, which were then clustered
in groups of extended families. In this case, the term “extended families” refers to kinship
networks created by blood as well as place; it was, for instance, not uncommon for families to
further organize themselves according to the plantations from which they had fled. Through
the compact clustering of the Mitchelville houses, kinship networks that had been severed
under slavery were then reaffirmed, rediscovered, and renewed.[36]
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Fig. 17, Plan of Mitchelville, its fortifications, and environs, 1865. Watercolor on paper. National Archives,

record group 77: Civil Works Map file/Treasure file: I-52. [larger image]

Scholars of material life have argued that the inclination of groups to emulate their social
betters “in pursuit of refinement” is a quintessential democratic preoccupation; yet, there is no
evidence of this tendency in Mitchelville’s material record.[37] As they worked their way
toward citizenship, Mitchelville freedmen seem to have been uninterested in traditional
markers of refinement, or, at least, not in any consistent way evident in looking at photographs
of their houses. As an example, a home with a well-built chimney would elsewhere have
indicated elevated social status; in Mitchelville, however, the home with a well-built brick
chimney may have lacked glazed windows, another established indicator of status (see figs. 15).
This incongruity suggests that architecture in Mitchelville did not conform to any traditional
convention.

Individually, the freedmen’s houses at Mitchelville represented an improvement on most
antebellum slave houses. If, as architectural historian Bernard L. Herman has concluded,
antebellum slave housing had much more to do with the wishes of the plantation owner than
those of the slave, then we have much to learn from housing created in freedom for and by
freedmen. Indeed, an examination of the architecture created by freedmen with an eye toward
their formal contributions might allow us to identify the material changes stimulated by
freedom and that are therefore representative of the freedmen’s approach to material life.[38]

The smaller square footage suggests that single families occupied each house, rather than
multiple families, as in slavery. The most popular Mitchelville improvements on the slave-
cabin form included the use of glass in windows, the use of stoves rather than open-hearth
fireplaces, the elevation of the houses, and the attendant use of wooden plank flooring. Stoves,
for example, enhanced living conditions because they were less smoky, easier to operate, and
more efficient than open fires. Viewed individually, these minor distinctions between slave
housing and the Mitchelville homes may seem slight, but together they signal a freed
community’s eagerness to leave the material impoverishment of slavery behind in an attempt
to form regimes of respectability uninflected by both Southern planters and Northern
conventions.[39]

Among the important source materials placed in context through Tracing Transformations in a
Digital Age are the writings of Northern missionaries who flocked to the island from
Philadelphia, Boston, and beyond to aid the former “chattel” in transforming themselves.
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Sarah P. Lillie was among these missionaries who came to help the freedmen. In a letter
published in the Freedmen’s Journal, a periodical produced for the benefit of the freedmen,
about the circumstances of her Hilton Head Island charges, she wrote:

Our school is getting along nicely now. At first we were almost disheartened, they
seemed so wild and so utterly regardless of school discipline; but we can see great
improvement since the first opening; and I don’t think I am too ambitious when I
venture to hope that ere long we can compare our schools favorably with those at the
North. . . . Seats have been made for the church, since opening our school, and two
windows have been put in.[40]

Lillie’s statement not only is useful for basic information on the town, such as confirmation
that there was at least one school and one church, but also it provides insights that cannot be
conveyed through photographs, such as the disposition and promise of the students. This
important information is now included in the Mitchelville section of Tracing Transformations in
a Digital Age. Other accounts also allow us to differentiate between the residences as they
actually stood and how they were represented on the 1865 map, something that is not possible
to do when looking at a traditional map alone. Similarly, the Freedmen’s Record tells us that in
1864, Mr. Lymas A. Anders, a former slave, constructed a multipurpose building that served as
a church and a schoolhouse and had attached lodging for a missionary teacher.[41] Given the
scope of this building, one would expect it to be featured on the 1865 map and identifiable
through markings or a footprint; curiously it is not. Perhaps the school and church buildings
had a footprint similar to that of the freedmen’s cabins, or perhaps these structures were not
sufficiently different in appearance to the cabins for a modern researcher to identify them in
photographs. Either way, we must rely on extant written sources to inform our understanding
of the map.

While the residents of Mitchelville controlled the appearance of the individual buildings, the
spatial organization of the town was dictated by the military, and in ways that directly
impacted the experience of the freedmen. By military order, the village was laid out such that
no lot was given space for more than a small half-acre garden, and there is no indication that
there were land allotments outside of the town. The villagers were thus limited in the types of
work they could do to earn income. Some, like Renty Franklin Greaves, enlisted in the military
to support their families.[42] Others relied on selling fish, game, and small amounts of
produce to soldiers. Another group cultivated cotton.[43] These employment arrangements
were only temporary and relied mostly on money from the military. It is unsurprising, then,
that after the large-scale withdrawal of troops in 1865, the town of Mitchelville floundered as
citizens struggled to find work.[44]

Part of what makes Mitchelville historically significant is its role as an early element of the Port
Royal Experiment, a program run by Northerners hoping to showcase the freedmen’s
autonomy in a moment when their self-sufficiency was still being questioned. By some
measures, the program did not fully succeed in this endeavor, although the evidence left
behind on Mitchelville lends more nuance to this assessment. Notably, the freedmen tended to
focus more on strengthening family ties and building new personal networks rather than
cementing their economic stability; the decisions they made about material life were
predicated first on what was best for family and community.
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The hasty decline of Mitchelville is one of the elements illustrating the symbiotic relationship
between town and military base. As the freedmen relied on the soldiers for income, the
soldiers relied on the town residents to support the war effort through manual labor and
domestic service. Even military rations were often made up of food cultivated by the
freedmen.[45] Until the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified in 1865, the freedom of these
former slaves was contingent on the aegis of the military. Together these groups—military and
freedmen—flouted the antebellum plantation rules of enslavement, transgressed on elite
spaces, and confiscated the plantation owners’ personal property. They did so while building
new structures and social orders that shared the space with plantation elements of the old,
defeated South. From Pope’s old dock, which was eclipsed by the technologically superior
“long dock,” to the slave cabins of Fish Haul, which were abandoned for settlements in new
freedmen-designed structures on the other side of the plantation, military and residents
reorganized the island of Hilton Head for the new social order. The residents of Mitchelville
and members of the military may have been separated by a marsh, but they were connected
by a shared interest in creating a new South that saw the end of the war, the Confederacy, and
slavery. Only by viewing the growth of these two sites alongside each other are we able to truly
comprehend the nature of the changes to the fabric of the Old South.

By examining how the character of a given place changes over time, we can better analyze the
values and societies that inhabited them. In Hilton Head, noting how the land was wrested
from the hands of elite planters and utilized by those dedicated to freedom, we see how the
plantation evolved to become a site that helped define the boundaries and meaning of Hilton
Head freedom. In other words, the freed plantation emits its own transcendent kind of power
and authority.

The town of Mitchelville and the military complex on Hilton Head Island resulted from a
reconfiguration of plantation architecture and space. As this essay has demonstrated through
looking at the Coggins Point and Fish Haul plantations, the shift of space varied from location
to location—Coggins Point became a military complex and Fish Haul became a freedmen’s
village—and these were just two of the twenty-four antebellum cotton fiefdoms on the island.
[46] This reconfiguration of plantation space happened incrementally over the course of five
years but was no less significant in its impact.

The archive relevant to this transformation is substantial. Visualizing these primary source
materials alongside historical photographs and maps turns Hilton Head into a richly detailed
case study of its enslaved workers’ socioeconomic and spatial journey to freedom. Doing so
also shifts the orientation of study of the plantation from the front elevation of the master’s
house to the freedmen’s cabins, allowing us to more richly experience the transformations of a
place so vital to our emancipation narratives. Bound together in an investigation of changing
space, the various sources testifying to the changed nature of Hilton Head offer a powerful
account of lived experience, of which the making, and the unmaking, of the plantation is a
part.

Epilogue
In the wake of the withdrawal of most of the federal troops in late 1865, surviving planters
began slowly returning to Hilton Head to reclaim their abandoned plantations. Some of them
were able to wholly reestablish their plantations, while others had to be satisfied with taking
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back only a portion of their former holdings. Freedmen were able to retain significant tracts of
land that they then successfully managed as truck farms and cotton plantations. The Sea
Islands hurricane that struck Hilton Head with a fury in 1893, however, demolished much of
the island’s historic fabric, and over the next quarter century, as a result of the devastation and
dwindling opportunities on the island, many freedmen and former Confederates alike slowly
began to sell their properties. Northerners capitalized on the availability of land and purchased
thousands of acres to use as exclusive hunting preserves. The erection in 1956 of the James F.
Byrnes Bridge, connecting the island to the mainland, opened up the area for resort
development. Real estate magnates including Charles Fraser used the old plantation lines and
names to create vacation resorts for travelers. Hilton Head incorporated as a municipality in
1983,[47] and today activists work to preserve the memory of Mitchelville and Civil War–era
Hilton Head.
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Illustrations(PDF)

Fig. 1, Map of St. Helena Sound and the Coast Between Charleston and Savannah, 1861, published by A. Williams

and Co. (Boston), Library of Congress, Washington, DC. [return to text]
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Fig. 2, Dana E. Byrd and Tyler DeAngelis, Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. The map is stored on a

server at Bowdoin.edu, and this version will reflect further additions or revisions made to the data. An

archived version of the site as of October 2015 is available at https://bowdoincollege.maps.arcgis.com/

apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=189811af503748e896235d08ab73f665. [return to text]

Fig. 3, The Coggins Point plantation, as shown on Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. [return to text]
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Fig. 4, The Fish Haul plantation, as shown on Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. [return to text]
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Fig. 5, Henry P. Moore, Drayton’s Negro Quarters, Hilton Head, SC, 1862. Albumen print. Library of

Congress, Washington, DC. [return to text]
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Fig. 6, Henry P. Moore, Drayton’s Fish Haul, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

This photograph shows the landside entry of Fish Haul. [return to text]

Fig. 7, Henry P. Moore, Drayton’s Fish Haul, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

[return to text]
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Fig. 8, Henry P. Moore, photograph taken from the top of the main house at the Coggins Point

plantation, March 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC. [return to text]

Fig. 9, Henry P. Moore, Signal Station, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC.

[return to text]
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Fig. 10, The military complex, as shown on Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. [return to text]

Fig. 11, Henry P. Moore, Long Dock, 1862. Albumen print. Library of Congress, Washington, DC. Squire

Pope’s old dock is visible to the immediate left of the new dock. [return to text]
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Fig. 12, GIF demonstrating the 1861–1865 transformation of Squire Pope’s plantation, as shown on 

Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age. [return to text]
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Fig. 13, Amos Doolittle, Plan of New Haven, 1817. Engraving on paper. Library of Congress, Washington,

DC. New Haven was organized on a nine-square grid, with the center square reserved for common use.

Like other New England towns, churches were placed near the green, which constituted the city’s

essential core. [return to text]
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Fig. 14, This image, from Tracing Transformations in a Digital Age, shows the likely location of the

freedmen’s barracks. [return to text]

Fig. 15, Samuel A. Cooley, View of Mitchelville, 1865. Albumen print. National Archives, Washington, DC.

[return to text]
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Fig. 16, GIF demonstrating the growth of Mitchelville between 1863 and 1865, as shown on Tracing

Transformations in a Digital Age. [return to text]

Fig. 17, Plan of Mitchelville, its fortifications, and environs, 1865. Watercolor on paper. National Archives,

record group 77: Civil Works Map file/Treasure file: I-52. [return to text]
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