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A Plantation Economy and African Americans at Mars Bluff: 
    A Brief Historical Perspective 

 

This introductory paragraph is the prelude to an understanding of the role that enslaved 

people had in the economic development and progress of not only the Province/Colony/State of 

South Carolina, but more specifically, the Mars Bluff Community of Florence County. The 

existence and preservation of two hewn-timber cabins that have been designated as historic 

places and are located on the campus of Francis Marion University in Florence, South Carolina 

are important because they are a link in understanding the growth and history of the pine belt 

area of the Pee Dee Region. These ancestral dwellings are examples of the culture and heritage 

of an enslaved people who were unwillingly brought to this ‘New World’; and, who endured and 

survived the horror, disrespect, and hardships that were inflicted upon them. They are structural 

examples that are not only found in this state, but in others of the thirteen original colonies, as 

well. Moreover, they are reminiscent of a plantation economy that was heavily dependent on 

cash-producing crops and a way of life that prospered, in part, because of the invaluable 

contributions of a people who were disenfranchised. For a people and a nation to fully 

understand where they are going, there must be an embracing of the past, the progress, and the 

continual changes that must be made –  

  Stony the road we trod, Bitter the chastening rod 
  Felt in the days when hope unborn had died. 
  Yet, with a steady beat, have not our weary feet, 
  Come to the place for which our fathers sighed? 
  …Let us march on till victory is won… (Johnson, 1900) 

The labor of those who were enslaved was intense because it involved turning forests into 

farmlands which also meant the tilling of different types of soils to make them conducive for the 

growing of various crops. First, there was indigo, then the cultivation of rice; and, thirdly, the 
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production of cotton, tobacco, and any other crops that landowners believed to be cash-

producing. Consequently, everyday life for the enslaved was gruesome. They helped raise 

livestock for food and profit while they went hungry and were in lack; they were caregivers for 

those who did not belong to them; the keepers of eloquent houses while theirs were substandard; 

and the cooks of nutritional meals while they suffered from malnourishment or starvation – the 

anguishes of enslavement. More essentially, they were the makers of tools and farming 

equipment; they were the builders of houses and other structures; they were artisans and 

craftspeople; and, the survivors of the degrading practices of most of their owners.  

Therefore, this aspect of their history as an enslaved people must be shared, understood, 

and appreciated through the display of dwellings that they built, lands on which they toiled and 

lived, and crops that they produced. The ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions in so many instances need to 

be answered, sufficiently. Even so, the accuracy of some information is challenged because it 

was second-hand; it was superficially done; or, it had been written by people with certain biases, 

social unconsciousness, or unawareness due to the time-periods; or, because the writers were of 

other ethnicities or nationalities. Alexander ‘Alex’ Gregg (1844-1938), a man who was once 

enslaved and lived in the Mars Bluff Community, shared with his grandson, Archie Waiters 

(1914-1990), many of the everyday experiences that he and other enslaved people endured while 

living on land that belonged to someone else. Their plight was not unique to this area, but was 

common throughout all of the ‘slave states’. 

In spite of the cruelties that the enslaved population endured, they were able to maintain 

much of their cultural heritage which can be seen clearly in samplings of their artifacts and 

handiworks in the hewn-timber cabins that were mentioned previously. Many of their practices 

and customs have been passed down to later generations. Over time, as their population 
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increased, so did their functionalities and skillfulness. They performed innumerable and, 

oftentimes, brutal farm tasks; they became innovators and devised survival mechanisms – home 

medicinal remedies, midwifery, and childcare, among so many others. They practiced 

subsistence farming without realizing it. Frequently, when they were brought to new farmlands, 

they had to live in one-room temporary pole quarters where the ground was their floors; but then, 

they built hewn-timber cabins, using a dovetail technique on the corners. – “The early eighteenth 

century [enslaved] often lived in minimal huts built of upright poles set in a trench and covered 

in clay…” (The Lives of African American Slaves in Carolina During the 18th Century, para. 3). 

They made their own fireplaces within these cabins so that they could cook their meals and not 

have to eat from troughs. They perfected the artistry of bed- and quilt-making. There were those 

who became known for being great wood craftsmen, such as Ruska Gregg, the brother of Alex 

Gregg of Mars Bluff (Vernon, p. 49). Also of great significance is the fact that they invented and 

modernized mechanisms of farming; and countlessly, they became the machinery that generated 

greater cash profits for plantation owners due to their productivity.  

Crop profitability and ‘cheap labor’ were the primary reasons for the enslavement of 

Africans who were imported into the Province of Carolina, and eventually into the ‘old’ Marion 

District, of which Mars Bluff was a part. In 1807, President Thomas Jefferson signed an act that 

prohibited the importation of enslaved people into the United States; however, it did not become 

effective until January 1, 1808. By that time, as in other colonies, “South Carolina had a clear 

Black majority from about 1708 through most of the eighteenth century. By 1720 there were 

approximately 18,000 people living in South Carolina – and 65% of these were African 

American slaves” (The Lives of African American Slaves in South Carolina During the 18th 

Century, para 1). The ‘landscape’ of South Carolina and of America has been influenced 
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tremendously by the forced labor of Africans and their descendants; therefore, the history of their 

struggles and fortitude must be revered. The steady growth in the population of the enslaved 

people grew with the cultivation of crops in the South. This growth meant that their presence had 

established an imposing threat to the serenity and well-being of plantation and farm owners. 

Thus, these landowners, which included the Gregg’s of the Mars Bluff area, used overseers to 

ensure the submission and productivity of those enslaved, and also to prevent runaways. 

The Province of Carolina, present day South Carolina, was officially established in 1663 

when King Charles, II of England gave land grants to eight Lords Proprietors (Early Carolina 

Settlement: Barbados Influence, para. 1). Inevitably, it was categorized as a slave state whose 

growth was based on the economy of plantations that necessitated the amassing of land 

accompanied by a vigorous labor force. Charles Towne (Charleston, S.C.) had its first permanent 

settlement in 1670; thus, the beginning of the influx of imported and enslaved Africans there, – 

the labor force – and into other states that were located along the Atlantic Coast. The ports of 

entrance for the Province of Carolina were located in Charles Towne and Georgetown. The 

majority of these Africans were not imported directly into these states from their homelands, but 

they were brought to the ‘New World’ from the West Indies by Sir John Yeamans who was from 

Barbados (Donnan, pp. 242-243). Earlier settlement attempts in the ‘New World’ had failed; 

therefore, other means of prosperity and productivity had to be implemented. It was the 

expectation that the production of sugarcane would be a major cash-producing crop, but it was 

not. “Sugarcane never became a major cash crop in Carolina, but these Barbadians eventually 

transplanted their West Indian model of plantations and slavery to the new colony” (Early 

Carolina Settlement: Barbadian Influence, para. 2).  
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Because of its terrain and soil, rice was introduced into the Province of Carolina, but as a 

new crop, its cultivation required special techniques, of which the early English settlers were not 

familiar. Therefore, they experienced setbacks. The cultivation of rice was a crop with which 

Africans from the West Coast, “were widely familiar” (Wood, p. 59), especially from the 

Windward Coast.           

Rice cultivation was a special skill that captives from Sierra Leone 
possessed which made them highly prized in slave trading. From 
ca.1700-1800, over 50,000 slaves were imported by South Carolina  
and Georgia planters from the Windward Coast of Africa, specifically, 
the Senegambia, Sierra Leone, and Liberia, to cultivate large plantations 
in the growing of rice and cotton (Transatlantic Linkage, para. 4) 

The growth in the production of rice meant that there had to be an increase in a cheap 

labor force; thus, more enslaved Africans were imported into Carolina, or they were sold by 

traders from neighboring states. An incentive for more importations was heightened by the 

granting of land. Correspondingly then, the number of acres of land granted to the early settlers 

was determined by the number of enslaved people ‘owned’. Between 1706-1724, 5081 enslaved 

people were imported into South Carolina (Donnan, p. 255). Therefore, the phenomenon of 

increased land ownership and rice-growing led to the advancing of the plantation economy. 

“Rice production expanded exponentially in the Pee Dee during the early 18th century. From 

1700 to 1730, rice exported from South Carolina increased by over 2000 percent, making the Pee 

Dee the largest producer of rice in America at that time” (Florence County Museum, para. 1). 

Along with, or prior to the dependency on the cultivation of rice as a major crop, the growing of 

indigo had a major economic impact on the province. “Indigo formed a significant part of the 

South Carolina economy for approximately fifty years, from the late 1740’s to the late 

1790’s…and was South Carolina’s second most valuable export, behind rice” (Butler, 2019, 

para. 5). As was the case with rice, the growing of indigo required a strong labor force that was 
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also dependent on the labor of the enslaved population. “Indigo production was an extremely 

labor-intensive, multi-day process that could only be profitable when done on a large scale with 

slave labor, which limited it to plantations” (Historical Insights: Growing Indigo in South 

Carolina, para. 1) where land was more plentiful. Indigo, as a cash-producing crop … “could be 

grown on land not suited for rice and tended by [the enslaved], so planters and farmers already 

committed to plantation agriculture did not have to reconfigure their land and labor” (Jelatis, 

para. 3). The production of this crop did not have a significant impact on the economy of the 

Mars Bluff area. 

Increasingly, whether they lived in the upper or lower part of the province, land, 

plantation, and business owners relied heavily on the labor of enslaved people – “The economic 

foundation of Georgia and South Carolina had been built on plantations that produced rice and 

indigo for sale. South Carolina ‘s economy in particular depended on coastal rice estates worked 

by large numbers of [B]lack slaves” (Chaplin, p. 175). The cultivation of rice, which had once 

been a profitable enterprise began to decline towards the end of the eighteenth century due to 

“disease, declining soil fertility, pests, and unpredictable water supply” (LDHI, Forgotten 

Fields…, para. 1). Nevertheless, enslaved people and those who were subsequently freed and 

lived in Mars Bluff and the surrounding areas continued to grow this crop by using a ‘wetland’ 

or ‘dryland’ method of cultivation (Vernon, pp. 106-107), or by using labor/farming traditions 

that they had learned from their ancestors.  

Also, according to Vernon (1995), “It was that tradition of small-scale rice farming 

without irrigation that Mars Bluff rice growers had used” (p. 123). On the J. Eli Gregg farm, as it 

was with others in the area, it was the enslaved population who were doing the actual planting of 

the crop; therefore, during and after the Reconstruction Era (1866-1877), they were well-
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positioned to grow it for themselves, and in some instances, on lands that they owned. Even 

during the 1920’s and the 1930’s, African Americans in Mars Bluff cultivated rice utilizing 

different methods, some growing small amounts while others had acres (Vernon, pp.106-107). 

Names of some of those who grew half-an-acre or more included Preston Coker (1891-1937), 

Alex Gregg, and Lewis Smalls (1880-1935). Anthony H. Howard (1840-1908), as a rice grower 

who eventually owned approximately 161 acres of land, grew less than half-an-acre. Fanny Jolly 

Ellison (1878-1943) was acknowledged as being the only female rice grower in the Mars Bluff 

area even though she only had a small plot (Vernon, pp.100-101). She too once lived in one of 

hewn-timber cabins that is located on the FMU campus.   

A family that contributed greatly to the agricultural and economic development of the 

Mars Bluff area of Florence County were the descendants of Captain John Gregg (1732-1775). 

This is due primarily to the fact that they had amassed large acreages of land. Accordingly, they 

were the owners of several plantations in the ‘old districts’ of Marion and Darlington. During the 

eighteenth century, there was a considerable amount of land expansion, districting, and re-

districting that occurred within the Colony of South Carolina. Present-day Florence County 

(1888) was originally a part of the Marion District (1798) which was derived from Liberty 

County (1785) that was initially a part of the Georgetown District (1769), which was Craven 

County from 1682-early 1769 (County Formation, Marion County, p. 1).  

Land deeds were given to early settlers based on petitions, grants, and warrants (Granting 

of Land in Colonial South Carolina, 1976; Marion County…, 1995) and, as it pertained 

specifically to the ‘old districts’ of South Carolina, substantial acreages were deeded and/or 

granted to Captain Gregg of Williamsburg County who came from Ireland. He later resided at 

the Prince Frederick’s Parish that was located in Craven County. Captain Gregg was 
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accompanied by his wife, a Dutch servant, and five enslaved persons whose names were not 

given. Accounts of the locations of his numerous acquisitions of land are listed in the book 

entitled Footprints: The Story of the Greggs of South Carolina (McCarty, 1951). Again, land 

ownership during this time was determined by the number of enslaved people owned in addition 

to the members of one’s household.  

Land and plantation ownership, the domestic and commercial production of crops, and 

the perpetuation of enslavement were vital to the economic success and stability of the Gregg 

and other plantation families in the Mars Bluff area. John Gregg (1781-1839), the son of James 

Gregg (1752-1802), of the ‘old’ Marion District possessed tremendous amounts of land. The 

1830 Census shows that he also owned fifty-three enslaved people. He willed a plantation to his 

wife, Jannet Gregg Gregg (1779-1844) that contained over 860 acres of land and willed 756 

acres to his son, David Reese (1808-1884). To his son, Evander (1818-1874), he willed 1,005 

acres, on which the former Red Doe Plantation existed. The property on which he was living and 

was located in Society Hill of the ‘old’ Darlington District, along with one enslaved person 

named Willes, were willed to his son, J. Eli Gregg (1805-1873), (Wills, Estates, and Probate 

Papers, Will of John Gregg, 2001). J. Eli moved to Mars Bluff and “acquired lands of the 

original 1752 grant” from George II, sometime around 1836, and built his home, Sunnyside 

(Vernon letter, 1995). For several reasons, much of this expanse that had once flourished in the 

now Pee Dee Region of South Carolina, prior to the Civil War (1861-1865), began to either 

shrink or vanish during and after the Reconstruction Era (1866-1877). 

James Gregg was the first-born son of Captain John Gregg (1732-1775). As a landowner, 

“His first grant of land was for 100 acres on the North side of Jeffrey’s Creek in 1772” 

(McCarty, p. 5).  In his will, hundreds of additional acres were given to his sons and daughters 
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(Wills, Estates, and Probate Papers, Will of James Gregg, 2001). He owned 1,641 acres in the 

Georgetown District, and according to the 1790 census, he owned sixteen enslaved persons. As 

‘property’, enslaved people had to follow their owners, and customarily during this period, they 

were included in wills and/or estate papers. Therefore, the first names of enslaved persons that 

belonged to James Gregg was in his will, and they included Doll, Arthur, Joe, Little Antrim, Ben, 

Little Jack, Caesar, and Little Phoebe. The stating of first names was not always indicative of the 

places from which they came. Wills did, sometimes however, indicate familial relationships such 

as husband, wife, or children.  

The practice of controlling and ‘owning’ enslaved people was perpetuated through land 

and plantation ownership. Rarely were the enslaved sold between owners, although there were 

accounts of this happening. As a means of domination, land and plantation owners forced 

enslaved African to use the names that they gave them instead of allowing them to keep their 

‘country name’. “Although white slave owners might have recognized that Africans generally 

wished to retain their original names, most disapproved of the idea and insisted on their right to 

define their new identity” (Butler, 2020, para. 8). They either used variant spellings of their 

‘country names’ (Minta, Tenah, Gola, Zimba); or Christian or Anglicized European Names 

(Amy, Archie, Cate, Charlotte, Doll, Harriet, Lizzy, Prissy, Peter, Retta); or Hebrew Biblical 

names (Abram, Hannah, Isaac, Joseph, Mariah, Sarah), (para. 15-22). Above are some of the 

names that were imposed upon enslaved people as seen in the wills of members of the Gregg 

family. In South Carolina and elsewhere, initial resistance to the re-defining of their identity by 

their owners eventually became acts of acquiescence, and in later times, a tradition for those who 

were enslaved.  
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In his research on the naming of enslaved people, Inscoe (1983) pointed out that “A 

cursory survey of Carolina records shows few [enslaved] with purely African names, particularly 

in the nineteenth century” (p. 531); yet, “Throughout the colonial period, as many as 15 to 20 

percent of the [enslaved] in the two Carolinas had African names” (p. 532). In instances where 

the enslaved were able to name their children, some of the determinants used were – day of the 

week on which they were born, order of birth, or the passing on of their names (Inscoe, various 

pages). Among freed African Americans, many societal and cultural adaptations were made 

when naming their children which is evident in their lineages.     

Providing the surnames of enslaved people, for historical reasons, has proven to be very 

relevant because it has facilitated the process of identification – where they lived – the 

landowners – where they worked, and family/cultural relationships. “…the overwhelming 

majority of [freedmen] took surnames that were basically Anglo-American names common to 

their area” (Inscoe, p. 552). Other than their names, enslaved people had no identity because they 

were not recognized as citizens. There were no birth certificates because they were usually 

delivered in their homes by a midwife or another family member. In the Mars Bluff area, 

Florence Henderson Gregg, the second wife of Alex, was “a widely respected midwife and was 

called Maum Florence” (Vernon, pp. 164-165). “… the 1870 census is the first to include 

African Americans by name along with the rest of the population and is often the first official 

record of a surname for former slaves” (1870 United States Census, para. 1).  

The 1900 census listed the following persons as being neighbors of Alex Gregg, along 

with their occupations – Clarence (1877) laborer and Annette Henderson and their children;  

Walker ((1871) and Josephine (1875) Brown and family; Enock Piget, laborer and wife, Mollie; 

Irene Piget (1864), laborer and widow and her children; Joseph James (1880) laborer and mother, 
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Tisby Smith (1862) day laborer, and sister Stella James; Adam Dreyter or Drayton (1867) 

laborer; Ziles or John Grant (1860) laborer; Lenra Edgerton (1876) servant; Lizzie McPharos, or 

McPherson (1870) servant; Jessie Brockington (1877) laborer and wife Hannah; Tom Kelly, or 

Kelley (1832) laborer and a widower; and, Alfne?? Kelly (1870) laborer. John Davis (1859) and 

wife Mary (1862) and children. These names, therefore, are identifiers of people of African 

descent who worked and lived on the Gregg plantation, and/or in close proximity to it in the 

Mars Bluff area. 

 Primarily, enslaved people were brought to the plantation of J. Eli Gregg to help with the 

production of cotton because it had become a major export. As well as being grown, it had to be 

harvested – picked and put into bales. J. Eli Gregg’s move to Mars Bluff in 1836 was after an era 

(1760-1815) that was described as being “one of overwhelming economic change” (Chaplin,  

p. 174). His move, then, coincided well with the economic shift that was occurring throughout 

the colony since he was already an established banker, merchant, cotton grower, and soon to be 

owner of the J. Eli Gregg and Sons Store (1842). The increase in the enslaved population on the 

Gregg plantation to work in the cotton fields and with the ginning of cotton is substantiated by 

information obtained from the 1860 Slave Census for Marion County (Largest Slaveholders from 

1860 Slave Census Schedules, p. 285B). This census linked sixty-nine people to him, although 

the names were not given; however, some of them could possibly be related to those whose 

names appeared in the 1900 census. “Prior to the invention of the cotton gin by Eli Whitney in 

1793, cotton production languished… Only 1.5 million pounds of cotton were produced in 

1790… By 1830 the figure had grown to 331 million pounds and just prior to the civil war in 

1860, the amount had reached an astounding 2,275 million pounds!” (Bailey, 1994, p. 35). In this 
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article, Bailey illustrated that there was a direct correlation between the amount of cotton 

produced, the increase in enslaved labor, and the percentage of cotton that was exported (p. 37). 

“Cotton’s early history demonstrates how inhabitants of the newer upcountry managed to 

establish commercial agriculture in their region and reveals how much inhabitants of the 

plantation low country altered an economy heavily dependent on commercial agriculture to 

include production of goods, first in households and then, more tentatively, in factories” 

(Chaplain, pp. 173-74). During this period of transitioning, there was a decrease in the demand 

for the production of sugar, tobacco, rice, and indigo – “The most lucrative cash crops to merge 

from the Americas in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were sugar, tobacco, and rice. 

Cotton agriculture did not become a major feature of the U. S. southern economy until the early 

nineteenth century” (Regional Labor Experiences: Sugar and Tobacco, para. 1).   

Gregg’s move also precipitated the building of the eight hewn-timber cabins on a portion 

of his plantation that became known as the ‘The Street’, a name that was used commonly in 

enslaved communities. These cabins became homes for those who were enslaved, and in later 

decades, homes for sharecroppers and/or wage laborers. Notes were made by Amelia Wallace 

Vernon that were based on a descriptive list of these cabins and their locations. The original list 

had been compiled by Walter Gregg Wallace and are included in the Wallace Family Papers 

(box, M-20). During the late nineteenth century, the cabins were moved from their original sites 

and placed at various other locations. In 1960, a significant transformation occurred on this land 

when members of the Wallace family donated their house and100 acres of land to the then, 

University of South Carolina-Florence Campus. The campus officially opened in 1961 and was 

established as Francis Marion College in 1970. The college acquired university status in 1992. 
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 Of the eight cabins that were originally built, by 1983, only five of them still existed. 

“Three of these have been moved and added to part of the Wallace family property” (Swindler, 

1983). Two of them have been preserved, and has been mentioned, are located on the campus of 

Francis Marion University. The others were demolished. Four generations of the Gregg and 

Waiters families lived in cabins on the Gregg/Wallace plantation. Other families who lived in 

them, in addition to members of the Gregg and Waiters families, included John Bailey, Tom 

Brown, Ernest Egleton, and Edward Smalls (Wallace Family Papers, box M-20).  

Alexander ‘Alex’ Gregg and his descendants were an enslaved and then freed family 

whose history was deeply entrenched in that of the Gregg and Wallace families of the Mars Bluff 

area, on their plantation, and to some extent, in their livelihoods. He was the son of Henry Gregg 

and Fannie Abraham and most of what is known about him is that which was re-told by his 

grandson, Archie Waiters. Archie had lived with Alex and his first wife, Emma, from whom he 

heard incredible descriptions of the atrocities and sufferings of those who were enslaved. Emma 

had birthed twenty-three children (Vernon, p. 44; Wallace (2014), p. 51). Having large families 

was not uncommon during this time, for both the enslaved and landowners. After Emma’s death, 

Alex married Florence Henderson Gregg. The names of thirteen of Alex’s and Emma’s children 

were obtained from the 1900 United States Federal Census of Population and other sources – 

James (1882); Malinda (1883); Cornelia (1884); Annie (1887); Hannah Gregg Mack (1891-

1951): Emma (1894); Shaneen (1888); Sidney (1896); Florence Gregg James (1889-1962); 

Spencer (1889-1939); Mack Gregg (1900-1922), Tena (1890-1953); and Archie (1899). Their 

daughter, Tena, married Otis Waiters (1890-1948). Present-day tours are done in the cabins 

where Tena and Otis and their son, Archie and his wife, Catherine (1915-2002), once lived. 
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Artifacts and handiworks that were reflective of theirs and the lives of others are displayed in 

them.  

Between 1836 and 1920, several transformations took place on the Gregg plantation, 

namely, those of ownership transfers. J. Eli Gregg willed his home and property in Mars Bluff to 

his son, Walter Gregg (1840-1917) and his wife, (Anna Maria Parker (1843-1921). This was 

later inherited by their daughter, Sallie Edwards Gregg (1869-1956) and her husband, Joseph 

Wilds Wallace (1861-1928). In her book entitled Mars Bluff As I Remember It, Amelia 

Mellichamp Wallace (1900-1994), the wife of Walter Gregg Wallace (1896-1971), wrote that 

“Wilds Wallace was a hard, conscientious worker and became a successful businessman, planter, 

and landowner (over 3000 acres), cotton gin operator, owner of J. Eli Gregg Store, and bank 

director” (p. 40). He was the son of Thomas Smith Wallace (1828-1896) and his wife, Jane 

Valinda Williamson (1836-1894) who were large property owners also; however, in another one 

of the ‘old districts’ of South Carolina. In 1890, Walter became the owner of the plantation, and 

J. Wilds and Sallie Gregg became the owners in 1920; thus, the change in name to the Wallace-

Gregg Plantation. Thirty-seven African Americans who were born after 1864 were linked to J. 

Wilds Wallace in the 1920 United States Federal Census for Florence, thereby indicating that 

these were African Americans who still lived or worked on the plantation after the signing of the 

Emancipation Proclamation. The last names of those included are Gregg, Waiters, James, 

Brown, Abraham, Zanders, and McCall.  

Within thirty years after J. Eli Gregg’s move to Mars Bluff, in addition to the economical 

conflict that was occurring, the ownership of enslaved people and land had become more 

political and social, as well as territorial. Northerners were becoming very disenchanted with the 

doctrine of enslavement, as well as land rights, which led to hostilities between the South and the 
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North. These then were contributing factors to the Civil War (1861-1865) or the War Between 

the States. This climate of unrest was troubling for plantation and landowners as is evidenced by 

the continued employment of overseers. Additionally, “By August of 1864, ads in Darlington 

newspapers indicated that slave-owners in the Pee Dee Region were required to supply one-half 

of their [‘enslaved’] to work on fortifications near Charleston for thirty days” (Darlington 

County History, 1736-1900, para. 4).  

The Reconstruction Era (1866-1877) that followed the end of the Civil War left the 

majority of those who lived on the Gregg Plantation in a very precarious condition. Their newly 

obtained freedom did not always prove to be advantageous. To some, freedom was a welcome 

change, but to others, it was a threat because they had large families and did not have money 

with which to support them – economic depravity; and, so often, they could not read or write – 

forced illiteracy. For them, obtaining their freedom meant a new way of life that was proving to 

be filled with uncertainties and insecurities because they had always lived on someone else’s 

land; therefore, they had no place to go. Sadly, landowners, including members of the Gregg and 

Wallace families, had entered into agreements with each other that they would not sell or rent 

land to freedmen and their families. If this agreement was violated, the seller and his family 

would be ostracized. Such an incident reportedly occurred in the Mars Bluff area, and “…the 

family who made the sale was obliged to leave town (Vernon, p. 261). Otis Waiters, his son, 

Archie, and other families remained on the Gregg Plantation as sharecroppers and/or wage 

laborers. In the 1950’s, Archie and Catherine Waiters, along with four of their children were 

finally able to purchase land and move into their own homes (Vernon, pp. 66, 236n35). By the 

time of their move, they had begun to receive income from other sources. Archie and Catherine 
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Waiters’ son, Johnnie and his wife, Sallie Marie Singletary lived in one of the hewn-timber 

cabins until the late 1950’s. 

In January 1865, during the period of Reconstruction, President Abraham Lincoln 

approved Special Field Order No. 15 which made provisions for 400,000 acres of land (‘40 acres 

and a mule’) be given to those who were previously enslaved (Sligh, para. 3). President Andrew 

Johnson revoked this order in the Fall of 1865 and land was returned to plantation owners (Sligh, 

para. 4). Public policies and programs, such as those established by the Freedmen’s Bureau, 

which was only operable from 1865-1869, and the South Carolina Land Commission, were 

corrupt, and mostly, ineffective. “The South Carolina Land Commission was created on March 

27, 1869… and was afflicted with mismanagement and corruption… Despite this, by 1876, an 

estimated 14,000 families/70,000 African Americans had received tracts of land… By 1890 the 

Land Commission was bankrupt and its remaining lands were distributed to white southerners” 

(Reconstruction in South Carolina, para. 5). Before it ceased to exist, however, 6,661acres of 

land were purchased for Marion County (Bleser, p.167), the location of Mars Bluff during this 

time. 

Furthermore, methods of intimidation and acts of hostility were used against those who 

were newly freed. Activities of the Ku Klux Klan were very violent and life-threatening; the 

Black Codes attempted to limit their rights and mobility; Jim Crow laws tried to discourage land 

ownership; and constitutional legislation was enacted to limit their protection and opportunities 

for self-sufficiency and progress. These adverse and discriminatory activities resulted in the 

passage and later ratifications of three crucial amendments – the thirteen (1865), the fourteenth 

(1868), and the fifteen (1870) – to the United States Constitution which advanced the movements 

for freedom and citizenship rights for those of African descent (Froner, 2015). 
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Throughout the Mars Bluff area, South Carolina, and other states, systems of tenant 

farming, sharecropping, and wage labor had been established in order to keep African Americans 

in subservient living conditions that were based on inequitable labor agreements or 

arrangements. Tenant farming created a system of indebtedness that was unfair because there 

were legal and economic issues of which they had no knowledge or understanding (https://the 

newsouth.files.wordpress.com/). In spite of the negative components that permeated these 

systems, the “Census reports from 1900 to 1920 showed an increasing number of [Black] tenant 

and sharecropper families in the South. By 1920, there were 369,842 tenants and 333,713 

sharecroppers” (Reynolds, 2003, p.4).  

Members of the Gregg and Wallace families used a system of sharecropping on their 

farm/plantation in the Mars Bluff area whereby African American families engaged in either 

gang or task labor, and there were some who were wage laborers, such as Tom Brown (Vernon, 

p. 145). Primarily, Walter Gregg Wallace used the gang system that proved to be very 

disadvantageous for laborers because it required that they work from sunrise to sundown for 

meager wages (Wallace Family Papers, box M-20). Sharecroppers in the area were usually 

allowed to have spaces for gardens; to raise their own crops; and, to use the land, equipment, and 

other needed supplies that were provided or sold to them by the landowners. All too often, the 

prices were too exorbitant. Based on their agreements, which were not always honored, the 

plantation or landowner would require two-thirds of the profit. Reportedly, J. Eli Gregg allowed 

Alex Gregg to keep three mules at the stable at his home, “sharecrop fifty acres, for one-third of 

the crop” (Vernon, p. 44). This was not the norm because landowners were not usually fair or 

honest. They padded store and farm bills which meant that sharecropping, tenant farming, nor 

wage labor was profitable for freed people. In spite of their productivity, they were not making 
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noteworthy gains, so they remained financially dependent on others for their livelihoods – free, 

yet still in bondage.  

In spite of corrupt practices and through the assistance of newly established cooperatives, 

there were African Americans who were able to acquire large acreages of land/farms and keep 

them. According to a report by the United States Department of Agriculture (Reynolds, 2003), 

there were 158,479 full nonwhite operators of farms in the Southern states in 1900 (p. 23). This 

number also included those who were not African Americans. And, there were those in the Mars 

Bluff area who refused to be deterred from receiving what they considered to be rightfully theirs 

– land ownership – because of corrupt programs, policies, politics, practices, and hostile 

activities. As mentioned previously, the South Carolina Land Commission was established to 

assist African Americans with the acquisition of land. In addition to its corrupt management, 

another drawback was that “The land was provided on loan to freedmen. The loan required only 

payment on land taxes, plus 6% interest on the principal, for the first three years” 

(Reconstruction in South Carolina, para. 7). Tom Brown (1844-1920) lived on land owned by 

Walter Gregg, and he might not have known about this loan; nevertheless, his attempt to own 

land was unsuccessful – “Brown, who could neither buy nor rent land, would not even be 

allowed to sharecrop. He would have to work as a wage laborer doing gang labor… just as he 

had before Emancipation” (Vernon, p. 145).  

  Yet, there was Ervin James (1815-1872), a formerly enslaved man who lived in the Mars 

Bluff area and was able to successfully acquire land for himself and family members. He was 

married to Nora James (1825-1890), and their children included Eli, Ellison, Sidney, James, 

Fisher, and Sally. In 1870, James purchased over one hundred acres of land from Eli McIsick, 

and then several years later, he and his five sons and son-in- law, Alonza Wright, purchased 
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additional acreages from McIsick’s daughter, Mary E. Poston and son-in-law (2021 African 

American Historic Places, p.73; Jamestown Foundation, para. 1). This enabled them and other 

families to establish the African American community of Jamestown.  Additionally, between 

1867-1875, Anthony H. Howard (1840-1908), who served in the S.C. House of Representatives 

during the Reconstruction Era, purchased approximately 161 acres of land in the area (Vernon, p. 

261). He was married to Sarah Frances Johnson Howard (1845-1921). The names of their 

children were Julia, Rebecca, Thomas, William, and Joseph Howard; Wesley, Rebecca, and 

Eliza Small. Howard and members of his family were buried in the Mount Zion United 

Methodist Church cemetery, as were members of the Gregg, Sellers, Smalls, and Williamson 

families.  

Mount Zion United Methodist Church was founded in 1868 and was significant in the 

lives of African Americans in the Mars Bluff area. Trustees from the church purchased one and 

three-quarters acres of land on Liberty Chapel Road in 1870 and built the first private African 

American school for the community. The Mount Zion Rosenwald School was built and replaced 

it in 1925 after it was destroyed by fire. Pertaining to the Rosenwald School – “It served the rural 

community of Mars Bluff until 1952 when Mars Bluff School, a consolidated school for African 

American students in the area, opened” (2021 African American Historic Places in South 

Carolina, p. 74).  

The ending of the Civil War created the vanishing or shifting of a ‘landscape’ that had 

begun with the enslavement of African people. A pattern of the selling of large acres of lands, 

plantations, and ownership changes was arising. This was due to the fact that the labor force was 

dwindling; there were excessive land taxes; and, deaths were occurring among the original 

owners. The transfers of ownership and the loss of lands and plantations were further indications 



20 
 

of how the freeing of enslaved people disrupted the sustainability and productivity of these 

places. Thus, the aftermaths of the Reconstruction Era had readied many African Americans to 

leave the South, hoping for better economic opportunities and more freedom in other states. In 

the 1900’s, there was a great exodus:  

The Great Migration was one of the largest movements of people in  
United States history. Approximately six million Black people moved  
from the American South to Northern, Midwestern, and Western states 
roughly from the 1910s until the 1970s. The driving force behind the  
mass movement was to escape racial violence, pursue economic and 
educational opportunities, and obtain freedom from the oppression of Jim 
Crow (The Great Migration, para. 1) 
 

The Gregg family was not the only ones in Mars Bluff or the Pee Dee Region who had 

amassed large acreages of land and had used the labor of enslaved people. Documentation from 

the South Carolina History Trail (n.d.) has provided information showing that Dr. William 

Rogers Johnson was the original owner of The Columns Plantation. He, too, was from the ‘old’ 

Marion District and had bought 1,631 acres of land in 1844. Cotton and tobacco were the 

primary crops produced on his plantation, and he used an enslaved labor force for approximately 

ten years. During the Civil War and the period of Reconstruction, he used wage laborers. He 

lived in his home and on the plantation until his death in 1893, and Walter Lacy Rankin bought 

the plantation in 1902. Rankin died in 1904 and his wife, Jennie Robertson lived there until her 

death in1959. In 1974, James Harwell, a relative, purchased it. During its history, it has been 

called the Columns Plantation, the Rankin-Harwell House, or the Harwell House and has the 

designation of being a historic place. 

The next plantation to be cited was owned originally by Cornelius Mandeville who was 

from New York. He moved to the ‘old’ Cheraw District of South Carolina in the 1780’s and 

established the Blooming Grove Plantation or the Mandeville-Rogers House, which is now 
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located in Florence County. In 1874, there were 1,500 acres of land that had dwindled to forty-

nine acres by 2004, part of this being attributed to the fact that “... the plantation had been 

divided by the construction of Interstate 95” (National Register of Historic Places, p. 12). 

Mandeville married Frances McCall in 1792. They had twelve children, but only three of them 

survived. Not having had a will when he died in 1831, his estate was awarded to his daughter, 

Henrietta. Henrietta married Robert Rogers, a planter and merchant from the ‘old’ Darlington 

District and a part owner of the Darlington Hotel in the mid-1900’s. After his death, their son, 

Robert Mandeville Rogers (1841-1913) became the owner of the plantation, with multiple 

transfers occurring after his death. Information given in The National Register of Historic Places 

(n.d.) stated that “The period of significance for Blooming Grove is 1790-1945…. The end date 

for the period of significance corresponds to the year of Frank Mandeville Rogers’ death and the 

approximate date that farming ceased on the property” (p. 9). During the latter half of the 

nineteenth-century, Frank Mandeville Rogers, Jr. (1857-1945) owned the plantation and 

experienced remarkable success in the production of tobacco – “Through his example and 

encouragement, neighbors such as Thomas Ashby, John C. Calhoun Brunson, Smilie A. Gregg, 

Eli Gregg, Captain John McSween, and Thomas W. Williamson began growing tobacco” (p. 12). 

The number of enslaved persons who worked on the plantation was not given; however, the 

primary crops produced were cotton and tobacco.  

And then, there was the Claussen House which was built around 1830 on 2,900 acres of 

land. Charles Brown Howard (1804-1834) acquired the property in 1829. Howard was a planter 

and merchant who died in 1834 and his widow, Amelia Melvina Cannon Howard married Dr. 

Robert Harllee (1807-1872). After Howard’s death, the plantation was placed on auction; 

therefore, Dr. Harllee purchased it and sold 1,150 acres and the house to Frederick W. Claussen 
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in 1870. Claussen then sold 210 acres and the house to his nephew, William Frederick Claussen 

(1850-1920) in 1873. Tobacco and cotton were produced on the land. Claussen’s son, Dr. John 

Rudolph Claussen (1891-1960) inherited the property after his death. This property remained in 

the family until 1985. Afterwards, it was sold several times, and in 2013, there were only 2.53 

acres that remained (National Register of Historic Places, section 8, p. 8).  

Another noteworthy plantation was owned by Harris Dewitt and his family. In 1771, they 

built their first house on what would later become known as the Roseville Plantation, located on 

the Old Georgetown Road. Approximately fifty years later in 1821, Dewitt and Nathaniel S. 

McCall sold this 1,200-acre plantation to Richard and Mary Hart Brockinton.  Brockinton died in 

the early 1840’s and his wife died in the early 1850’s. This plantation was another one that had 

been designated as a historic place and thrived because of the productivity of an enslaved labor 

force:   

1n 1850 the 1200-acre plantation, with more than 100 slaves,  
 produced 173 400-pound bales of cotton and 4500 pounds of rice 
 along with the typical subsistence crops... (National Register of 
 Historic Places, section 8, p. 8) 

 
Peter Samuel Bacot (1810-1864), Mary’s nephew, owned the plantation after her death. He was 

married to Anna Jane White. As was the case with others of the plantations, deaths and re-

marriages resulted in the loss of acreages of land that were once very profitable and 

representative of a prosperous way of life – the diminishing landscape and its wealth. In 1948, 

James Henry Clarke was the last family member to own the Roseville Plantation. As had 

occurred with others of the plantations, only 13.5 acres of the land remained in 1997. This 

plantation was also significant because, according to the publication, 2021 African American 

Historic Places in South Carolina, the Clarke’s Cemetery is located on it. In this cemetery are 
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“at least 150 and as many as 250 or more graves. Slaves, freedmen, and their descendants were 

buried here for two hundred years, from the 1770s to the 1970s” (p. 74).  

The last plantation to be mentioned is the Red Doe as it belonged initially to a member of 

the Gregg family, Evander A. Gregg (1818-1874). This 1,005-acre plantation had been given to 

him by his father, John Gregg. There were thirty-eight slaves on this plantation in 1860. In 1865, 

it was sold to Simon Lucas who was unable to pay the land taxes. Therefore, it was returned to 

Evander, who sold it to his brother, Ephraim (1822-1888) in 1867. During the same year, 

Ephraim sold it to Robert Legare Singletary (1830-1910), whose widow eventually sold it to J. 

Wilds Wallace in 1912. Another transfer of this property occurred in 1920 when Wallace sold 

the property to his brother-in-law, Rev. Thomas Hartwell Edwards (1865-1949). The last family 

members who owned this property were the three sons of J. Wilds Wallace, as Rev. Edwards 

willed it to them. After 1982, the property was acquired by Robert Pearce Wilkins who donated 

it to the Pee Dee Rifles organization (South Carolina Plantations, 2019).  

The history of a land and of a people should always be written, told, and/or displayed, 

with the understanding that there are certain biases/prejudices and perspectives that exist; yet, it 

should not be denied or eradicated. Inaccuracies and omitted information should be corrected for 

the purposes of enlightening, educating, and understating. The enslavement or stripping a people 

of their dignity, their human rights, and their freedom for the profitability of others should not, 

nor cannot be embraced; the inhumane acts of violence and hostility should not be excused or 

minimalized; neither can the disenfranchisement and the treatment of others as property be 

tolerated; but all of this happened – past injustices and discriminatory practices – that should 

not be repeated. However, evil and the mistreatment of others still prevail throughout the world, 
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especially as some ethnic groups are deemed to be lesser than others. Progress must be 

intentional and for the good of all peoples so that history will not be re-lived. 

The sufferings of those who were enslaved on Southern plantations and farms during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were many and great; nevertheless, they made invaluable 

contributions to the shaping and building of these United States. Therefore, their histories must 

be appreciated, learned, understood, documented, and reverenced because of their struggles, 

their anguishes, their defeats, their victories, their sustaining and over-coming abilities – Not 

that history should be repeated, but that it should not be forgotten.  

Documenting ancestral and other pertinent information regarding African Americans  

could have been challenging because their histories have, only during the past several decades, 

been collected, compiled, and made more accessible through databases such as 

FamilySearch.org. and Ancestry.com. Numerous types of records have been made available 

through these resources and were used extensively to gather information for this narrative. They 

are not listed individually; however, the acknowledgement is being made. Other websites that 

have been designed specifically or devoted primarily to African American history and culture 

were perused heavily and have been very informative, as well. 

Ancestry.com – The  largest for-profit genealogy company in the world, it operates a 
network of genealogical, historical records, and related genetic genealogy websites.  
 

FamilySearch.org is a nonprofit organization and website offering genealogical records, 
education, and software. FamilySearch is an international, nonprofit organization dedicated to 
helping all people discover their family story.  
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