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The Impact of the Land Commission in Lower Richland County
By: Sarah Scripps

Reconstruction was a period of particular promise and
influence for black South Carolinians.' They held high
political office and initiated sweeping reforms aimed at
racial equality, including establishment of a statewide
public school system. Less familiar is the story told of an
innovative program unique to South Carolina intended
to make land acquisition possible for newly freed men
and women and landless whites. Although the federal
government quickly rescinded its now infamous promise
to provide every freed person with forty acres and a
mule, the South Carolina legislature founded a program
intended to make landownership within reach. In 1869,
the black majority legislature tried to extend the means
for land ownership to their fellow freed men and women,
creating what became known as the South Carolina Land
Commission.

In spite of the promise that such a program held for
newly freed people, the history of the Land Commission
has remained overlooked in the larger story of
Reconstruction. And yet the opportunities that the Land
Commission afforded have left their mark upon several
communities throughout South Carolina, including
Lower Richland County. In the spring of 2009, under the
direction of Dr. Robert Weyeneth, twelve graduate students
from the University of South Carolina Public History
Program were charged with the task of uncovering this
history. What was this little-known South Carolina Land
Commission? Had South Carolina actually attempted to
provide land for freed men and women? Are any of these
family parcels still intact? What could South Carolina Land
Commission tell us about the largely misunderstood story
of Reconstruction?

Lower Richland County appeared particularly promising
for a more in-depth analysis. In addition to its proximity
to USC, it is a rural area historically linked with African-
American life and culture. Even more compellingly, the
Land Commission had acquired 9,402 acres in Richland
County for a total sum of $61,081, the third highest county
in South Carolina. In total, seven tracts were purchased
in Richland County between 1869 and 1870: Adams,
Back Swamp, Diseker, Hickory Hill, Hopkins, Hunt, and
O’Hanlon. Of these lands, over 774 acres were acquired
within the current boundaries of Congaree National Park.

The possibilities for discovering “nearby history” of the
Land Commission seemed endless.

The seminar students first conducted general research
to gain a broader sense of the Land Commission’s history.
Carol Bleser’s work The Promised Land provided an
excellent starting point for understanding the program’s
administrative efforts. The South Carolina legislature
established the Land Commission on March 27, 1869,
making South Carolina the only southern state to promote
the redistribution of land for the benefit of freed men and
women, as well as landless whites.? The purchasers were
expected to pay taxes and six percent interest annually
on the principal of the loan during the first three years.
The title was received only after the entire amount, plus
interest, was paid in full. By 1876, as the Democrats
regained control of South Carolina, they launched an
investigation that condemned the Land Commission and by
1878 relegated all Land Commission sales to the Sinking
Fund. Under the Sinking Fund, purchasers who defaulted
on their payments were evicted. By 1890, as many as
14,000 African-American families had settled on Land
Commission lands in South Carolina as a whole, but only
960 had received titles to 44,579 acres of the 118,436 acres
available. The rest of the land, now being sold in large
parcels, was sold to whites, and by 1890 the sale of lands
had ceased and the program was bankrupt.’

Although Bleser’s work provided us with a thorough
administrative history of the Land Commission, her study
did not include the role that the Land Commission played
in communities. Delving into the Land Commission
Records to learn more about its operations in Lower
Richland County proved a difficult task. The records of
the Land Commission at South Carolina Department of
Archives and History are in no small state of confusion,
and contain a great deal of contradictory and inaccurate
information. After numerous dead ends, a breakthrough
occurred through studying historic maps of each tract using
georectification, a tool that allows users to convert paper
maps and other images into digitized layers. By layering
the historic plat maps of the Land Commission onto their
modern equivalents, then checking if the commission

Land Commission cont. page 7
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President’s Corner l

Dr. ]obn Grego

Cultural History Research Support

Elizabeth Almlie, one of the USC history graduate
students from Prof. Robert Weyeneth’s Spring 2009
seminar (see the accompanying article by Sarah Scripps),
was approached by Bill Hulslander, Congaree National
Park’s Resource Manager, to research historical sites
within the park’s boundaries. Elizabeth’s study sites were
to include Kingville and two sites near Red Bluff Road
on the northern boundary of the park. She is currently
documenting the sites through photographs, titles, deeds,
court records, newspaper accounts, and interviews. She
plans to share her results with park staff and the community
for interpretive and educational efforts.

Friends of Congaree Swamp agreed to provide Elizabeth
with $580 to support travel and documentation costs for
her summer work. Though we have supported student
research in the past, this is the first time we have supported
a student’s inquiry into cultural history. Elizabeth will be
reporting on her findings in an upcoming newsletter.

Sustainable Midlands

Ann Timberlake of Conservation Voters of South Carolina
has approached local groups with common interests

to create a consortium of organizations interested in
sustainable living in the Midlands. The group has

met twice this summer and made quick progress on an
organizational agenda, including a name, Sustainable
Midlands, and a coordinator, Ryan Nevius, long active

in neighborhood associations and other community
organizations in the Midlands..

In its working mission statement, Sustainable Midlands
will “foster dialogue, education and collaboration on
sustainability issues in the Midlands.” Sustainable
Midlands hopes to increase our effectiveness by including
organizations beyond the traditional conservation advocacy
groups, including city and county commissions and

neighborhood associations.

Early projects include improving communications
between the groups and providing opportunities for public
participation in city and county issues. Look for more
details, including a community calendar, on the group’s
nascent website www.sustainablemidlands.org

Stormwater

The stormwater ordinance process has taken an interesting
turn. Richland County’s Planning Department engaged
Center for Watershed Protection to study its Land
Development Code. The Center for Watershed Protection
(CWP) reviewed Richland County’s ordinances and design
manual, and evaluated the code according to principles for
improved water quality protection. The recommendations
on stream and river buffers, while still the most widely
debated topic in the discussions, was only one of the 22
principles discussed.

Concurrently, Richland County invited environmentalists,
home builders, developers, staff and resource specialists

to join a Development Roundtable to discuss CWP’s
principles and suggest changes to county code. Members
of the roundtable include park superintendent Tracy
Swartout and board member Carol Kososki, in her capacity
as Richland County Conservation Commission Chair. The
roundtable was split into the following 4 groups:

Natural Resources

Site Planning and Lot Design
Stormwater

Streets and Parking Lots

The groups met separately throughout the spring and
summer and each drafted a set of recommendations

to be considered by the roundtable as a whole.
Recommendations ranged from specific changes

in ordinance language to affirmations of the design
principles. The roundtable will either approve, amend or
reject each group’s recommendations. The development
roundtable will then meet one or two more times to finalize
recommendations. Richland County staff will then draft
new regulations, including new stormwater regulations,
that will be presented to the public before a second public
hearing and third council vote sometime this fall.
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Upcoming Field Trips & Events '

Big Bird Walk

Congaree National Park
Sunday, September 13, 2009
8:00 AM, Visitors’ Center
Coordinator: Kathleen O’Grady
Leader: John Grego
Register by calling Congaree National Park,
803-776-4396

Both park staff and Friends of Congaree Swamp have
hosted Big Tree walks in the past. This year, Friends of
Congaree Swamp and the park will co-host a Big Bird Walk
to celebrate the start of Fall migration. We can’t promise
big birds, but birds are a big deal at Congaree National
Park, a Globally Important Bird Area. Neotropical
migrants will be moving from their breeding grounds in
North America to Central America, South America, and
the Caribbean. Some of these neotropical migrants tend to
show up early in the park and linger before moving on. In
particular, we hope to see two thrush species --Veery and
Swainson’s Thrush--as well as a few warblers.

We will gather at the Visitors Center at 8:00 AM and then
caravan to the Kingsnake Trail on South Cedar Creek Road
for a 3-4 mile hike. Be prepared for bugs and lots of spider
webs. Wear long pants and light hiking shoes and bring
binoculars and drinking water.

Aquatic Critters
Appreciation Hike

Congaree National Park
After-Hours Parking Lot
Saturday, October 3, 2009

9:00 AM —1:00 PM
Leader: Jim Bulak (BulakJ@dnr.sc.gov)

Congaree National Park contains a variety of aquatic
habitats — oxbow lakes, streams, sloughs, and temporary
pools. Each habitat is home to a distinct aquatic community
adapted to that habitat type. Depending on the hydrological
conditions in September, we will pick out a hike that will
encompass a number of these habitat types. We will bring
along the necessary gear to stop at these sites and collect a
sample of the types of fish, crayfish, insects, salamanders,
and other critters that live in them. The tour will be led by
Dr. Jim Bulak, fisheries biologist with SC DNR. Jim hopes
to enlist a couple of other aquatic experts to assist with the
tour.

This hike will be mostly on-trail, but will stop at aquatic
sites to take a closer inspection. Participants should be in
moderate physical shape. Bring water and insect repellant;
long pants are recommended. Jogging shoes or light hiking
boots are appropriate. If participants wish to assist with
sampling, wading shoes or boots would be helpful. This
hike is limited to the first 25 people to sign up.

Friends Annual Meeting
Sunday October 25, 2009

Be sure to set aside Sunday afternoon on October 25 on
your calendar.

The Friends of Congaree Swamp will be holding their
annual meeting and oyster roast at Belle Grove off Bluff
Road. Robert Barber of Bowen’s Island fame will host the
Oyster Roast, while Friends members provide their usual
able assistance in all things culinary. Look for registration
information soon.

Summer 2009
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By Christina Hulslander

Congaree National Park hosted the Carolina Butterfly
Society Annual Symposium at the Harry Hampton
Visitor Center on Saturday June 27. Forty-five
registered participants from North and South Carolina
listened to talks and presentations from researchers
and professionals representing Clemson University,
Furman University, the University of Connecticut,
Riverbanks Zoo and Gardens, Edventure Children’s
Museum, and Congaree National Park. The
symposium keynote speaker, Dr. David Wagner was
graciously hosted by Friend of Congaree Swamp,
Brusi Alexander, who learned more about moths and
caterpillars than she expected during Dr. Wagner’s
preparatory moth-hunts on her Lower Richland
County property! Thanks for offering some true
Southern hospitality Brusi! Dr. Wagner is the author
of Caterpillars of North America, sold in the Harry

Hampton Visitor Center.

During the night-time moth hunt of the symposium,
35 new species of moth were recorded for Congaree
National Park and 4 additional genuses (not identified
to species level) of moths were identified for the

park. Mercury vapor lighting lured flying insects of all
sorts to a hanging sheet. Below are the moth species
newly recorded for Congaree as part of the Carolina
Butterfly Symposium; latin names are most valuable
when identifying moths. Some were viewed as adults
and others as caterpillars. Dr. David Wagner (UConn)
and Dr. John Snyder (Furman U.) consulted and
verified the challenging moth identifications.

Hypagyrtis unipunctata
Lithacodes fasciola
Melanolophia canadaria
Paectes abrostoloides
Halysidota tessellaris
Polygrammate hebraeicum
Desmia funeralis
Natada nasoni
Prolimacodes badia
Platynota idaeusalis
Thioptera nigrofimbria
Apoda biguttata
Ecpantheria scribonia
Epimecis hortaria
Episimus argutanus
Eutrapela clemataria
Costaconvexa (Orthonama)
centrostrigaria
Zale lunata

Baileya ophthalmica
Acoloithus falsarius
Homophoberia cristata
Actias luna
Clemensia albata
Hypsoropha hormos
Hyphantria cunea
Pyrrharctia isabella
Udea rubigalis
Lithacodia muscosula
Palthis angulalis
Idia aemula
Choristoneura fractivittana
Allotria elonympha
Zanclognatha protumnusalis
Acronicta increta =
Acronicta inclara
Elaphria versicolor

Clouded Skipper

Identified to genus, but

not identified to species

level:

Hypoprepia sp.

Hyperstrotia

Metarranthis sp (county
record for genus)

Epipaschia sp. (county
record for genus)

The presentations were
well received and many
participants were glad
that the Carolina Butterfly
symposium provided
them with the catalyst to
explore South Carolina’s
national park for their first
time. Most participants
expressed plans to return
to Congaree to explore
during other (not so hot)
months of the year.

Congaree’s Annual
Butterfly Count

This year the annual
butterfly count was

held on Sunday June
28" to accommodate
the scheduled butterfly
symposium on Saturday.
There were 20

Butterfly Symposium at Congaree

Photo by Theresa Thom

participants (including 8
from North Carolina) who
joined 5 park staff/interns
for this year’s one-

day census of butterfly
species observed within
a 15-mile diameter
circle, which included
Congaree National Park.
Participants ranged in
age from 12 years old to
more than 80 years old!

The event proved to be
a typical South Carolina
summer outing- hot and
humid. Butterfly numbers
were fairly low and
nectar sources were not
particularly abundant.

The high humidity (70%)
and mid-90 degree
temperatures may have
lessened the numbers
of species observed
during this time of year.
Additionally, several
butterfly species are
“between broods”. Within
weeks, caterpillars

will emerge from eggs
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and metamorphose

into flying, observable
adults. Observations
made from year to year
help to clarify trends of
butterfly populations

and species behaviors
within a geographic area.
All species observed

will be reported to the
North American Butterfly
Association(NABA), www.
naba.org. NABA will
compile the data along
with the butterfly counts
that occurred throughout
North America during the
same few weeks.

Species observed
during the June 28,
2009 Congaree butterfly
count were:

Pipevine Swallowtail
caterpillar [1]

Zebra Swallowtail [58]

Eastern Tiger Swallowtail [4]

Spicebush [16]

Palamedes [3]

Sulphur sp. [1]

Gray Hairstreak [5]

Eastern Tailed-Blue [25]

Snout [41]

Pearl Crescent [14]

Silvery Checkerspot [3]

Question Mark [9]
Comma [3]

Painted Lady [1]

Red Admiral [2]
Common Buckeye [27]
Red-spotted Purple [22]
Hackberry Emperor [15]
Tawny Emperor [13]
Southern Pearly Eye [5]
Creole Pearly-Eye [1]
Appalachian Brown [35]
Gemmed Satyr [4]
Carolina Satyr [90]
Little Wood Satyr [1]
Horace’s Duskywing [25]
Common Sootywing [1]
Zarruco Duskywing [1]
Duskywing sp. [3]
Swarthy Skipper [1]
Clouded Skipper [4]
Least Skipper [4]
Southern Skipperling [1]
Dun Skipper [10]
Zabulon Skipper [2]
Lace-winged Roadside
Skipper [5]

A fall Congaree Butterfly
Count will be held
Saturday Sept 19" in
conjunction with the
Midlands Chapter of

the Carolina Butterfly
Society. If you would like
to participate, contact
Christina Hulslander 803-
926-9494.

American Snout

Photo by Theresa Thom

09 LWCF funds
with FY 2005 LWCF funds s Boundary expansion authorized by
Park

Congress in 2003

NPS purchases 838 acres of
Riverstone tract

As reported in our Spring 2009 newsletter, The Trust for
Public Land (TPL) purchased 1,215 acres of the 1,840-acre
Riverstone tract in April 2009 after purchasing 625 acres
of the tract in April 2008. TPL will hold this land until the
National Park Service purchases it from TPL for Congaree
National Park

The National Park Service (NPS) purchased 156.25 acres
of the Riverstone tract from TPL in May 2008.

NPS purchased 838 acres of the Riverstone tract from
TPL in June 2009, using the Fiscal Year 2009 congressional
appropriation of $2.69 million. These 838 acres are 308
acres east of U.S. Highway 601 and 530 acres west of U.S.
601.

The newly-acquired land east of U.S. 601 is now
accessible to Park visitors — although visitors’ vehicles
must be parked along U.S. 601. The newly-acquired land
west of U.S. 601 is not yet accessible to the public.

Congressman Clyburn and Senator Graham continue
their efforts to secure another $2.69 million for Fiscal Year
(FY) 2010. This amount would enable the National Park
Service to purchase the remainder of the Riverstone tract
from TPL for Congaree National Park.

Congress continues to work on FY 2010 appropriations.
The U.S. House of Representatives’ bill has allocated $1.32
million for Congaree National Park land acquisition — as
requested by the Obama Administration. The U.S. Senate’s
bill has allocated the full $2.69 million for Congaree.
Eventually, House and Senate conferees will reconcile
differences in the House bill and the Senate bill. Needless
to say, we hope the conferees will adopt the Senate’s $2.69
million for Congaree land acquisition.
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Bates Old River

By John Grego

I recently headed down to the Riverstone Tract to visit the
park’s newest addition (see accompanying article). While
most of the new property is not yet publicly accessible, the
308 acres located between Bates Old River and Highway
601 can be explored. I crossed the northern Bates Old
River bridge, ignored the first road to the property and
parked on the embankment near the second road to the
property. (Warning: Exercise caution when parking

and walking along the 601 embankment) . Just past the
power-line easement is a plywood sign with a useful hand-
painted map to the property. The first trail to the right
leads you into the heart of the ridge-and-swale system that
characterizes the property; after the trail ended, I travelled
along one of the ridges a bit more, but turned back when

it merged with another ridge. There were many attractive
mid-sized bald cypress in the swales.

After exploring the other side trails, I set out on the trail
that follows the inner curve of Bates Old River, the large
oxbow lake that forms the eastern boundary of this new
acquisition. The first part of the trail was wonderful,

with good views of the lake and an open understory. The
canopy seemed to be dominated by bald cypress, overcup
oak, sweet gum, and water hickory, but those may simply
have been the trees that caught my attention. The trail
became much more intermittent as I proceeded, but it was
not difficult to follow the edge of the lake all the way to the
southern Bates Old River bridge. The embankment was
steep (and covered in kudzu, unfortunately), but the walk
on the causeway allowed for good views of soaring birds.

The hike along Bates Old River afforded many opportuni-
ties for visiting the oxbow lake’s edge. Northern Rough-
winged swallows perched in the willows while feeding on
the lake’s surface.

Birding List

Anhinga 6

Great Blue Heron 3
Great Egret 3

Little Blue Heron 3
Green Heron 1

Wood Stork 10

Black Vulture 2

Turkey Vulture 1
Mississippi Kite 3
Red-shouldered Hawk 3
Yellow-billed Cuckoo 9
Barred Owl 1

Chimney Swift 5
Red-bellied Woodpecker 7
Downy Woodpecker 1
Pileated Woodpecker 3

Acadian Flycatcher 6
White-eyed Vireo 18
Red-eyed Vireo 3
Fish Crow 4
Northern Rough-winged
Swallow 10
Barn Swallow 9
Carolina Chickadee 1
Tufted Titmouse 6
Carolina Wren 17
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 4
Northern Parula 2
Common Yellowthroat 4
Summer Tanager 1
Northern Cardinal 12
Blue Grosbeak 2
Indigo Bunting 10
Common Grackle 1

Swamp Rose Mallow (Hibiscus moscheutos moscheutos)

Maryland Meadow-beauty (Sabatia angularis)

6 Friends of Congaree Swamp © 2009 All Rights Reserved

Summer 2009



Land Commission
cont. from page 1

boundaries were still
intact or owned by the
original purchaser’s family,
students discovered several
examples of continual
family landownership of
Land Commission property
within Lower Richland
County. In fairly short order,
the rest of the class divided
into three teams: subsidiary
chain of title, census, and
newspaper to research more
about these individuals and
their families.

The class discovered
that newly freed men and
women in Lower Richland
County purchased some
6,310 acres of land from
the Land Commission,
mostly between 1870 and
1872. Nearly 180 freed
men and women purchased
commission lands in Lower
Richland County, buying an
average of 55.67 acres at an
average price of $333.71. Of
the nearly 180 purchasers,
39 of these succeeded
in making full payment
and received clear title to
their land. Located within
the current boundaries of
Congaree National Park, the
Hunt tract was originally
divided into twenty-one
parcels, yet only one deed
was granted to an African-
American purchaser. Only
one other African-American
even attempted to purchase
land in this tract, suggesting
that the floodplain was
not an ideal environment
for these farmers. Other
Land Commission tracts
proved more successful,
particularly Hopkins and
Hickory Hill, presently
located near the towns of

Hopkins and Eastover. In
total, the class successfully
identified ten African-
American families within
these two tracts who
currently own land in Lower
Richland County that can
be traced to their ancestors’
commission purchases.
These families were leaders
in Lower Richland County,
working as educators,
politicians, ministers, and
farmers. Today, several
extended family members
still reside on these parcels,
and much of the land
remains cleared for farming.
At the end of the
semester, students compiled
these findings in a final
report that was distributed
to several community
partners, including
Congaree National Park,
and presented their findings
at Hopkins Middle School

at an event sponsored by
Southeast Rural Community
Outreach (SERCO).
Although the report was the
culmination of a semester
of research, its findings
represent only a beginning.
Students also created a
series of recommendations
for further preservation and
interpretation of this history,
including the suggestion
that Congaree National Park
develop an exhibition in the
visitor center focused on the
Land Commission. With the
Civil War sesquicentennial
approaching in 2011,
opportunities abound for
interpreting this history.
Community programs at
Congaree National Park
and elsewhere can set

the commission’s story
within the larger context

of the Civil War and
Reconstruction.

IThis article borrows generously
from a report generated by the
University of South Carolina
Spring 2009 Historic Preservation
Practicum, titled “Prized Pieces of
Land: The Impact of Reconstruc-
tion on African-American Land
Ownership in Lower Richland
County, South Carolina.” A very
special thanks to my fellow class-
mates and co-authors Elizabeth
Almlie, Angi Bedell, Ashley
Bouknight, Amanda Bowman,
Lee Durbetaki, Keri Fay, Haley
Grant, Benjamin Greene, Nathan
Johnson, Amanda Roddy, and
Morgen Young, whose hard work
and tireless enthusiasm made this
project both possible and enjoy-
able. I would also like to thank Dr.
Robert Weyeneth for supervising
the project.

2Carol K. Rothrock Bleser, The
Promised Land: The History of the
South Carolina Land Commission,
1869-1890 (Columbia: University
of South Carolina Press, 1969),
Xi-xii.

*Bleser, The Promised Land, 144-
158.

Join Friends of Congaree Swamp today!

Yes, | would like to support conservation of Congaree Swamp for future generations.
Enclosed is my tax deductible contribution made payable to Friends of Congaree Swamp.
URenewing Member U Corporate Member

UNew Member

$ 15.00 Individual
U$ 35.00 Family

1$ 50.00 Advocate
$ 100.00 Partner

Name(s):

Mailing Address:

City: State: Zip:
Hm Phone: ( ) Wk Phone: ( )
E-mail:

Please keep your email address current to receive
special notices about new field trips and other events,
scheduling changes, and acknowledgements.

In addition to my membership, | would like to give $
as a donation to Friends of Congaree Swamp:

In Memory of:

In Honor of:

As a Gift Membership to:

Please provide contact information so we can inform the person

or family:
Name:

Address:

City:

State: Zip:

J$ 500.00 Benefactor
$ 1000.00 Patron

Wother

| would like to work on the fol-
lowing committee(s):
UField Trips
UPublic Relations
UEducation
UEvents
UNewsletter
UResearch
UFundraising

U Membership
UAdvocacy
Uother:

Thank You For Your
Support of
Friends of

Congaree Swamp!
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Post Office Box 7746
Columbia, SC 29202-7746

www.friendsofcongaree.org
Summer 2009

FCS is a nonprofit 501(c)3 corporation, EIN: 56-2057087.

Advocates for Congaree National Park
and its unigque environment.



