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Highway 17 follows the most 

direct overland route closest to 

the Atlantic Ocean between Charleston 

and points south. Since the founding of the 

Carolina Colony, this route has been a vital 

transportation artery in our state. 

years people and 

events converged at 

the Combahee River and made this crossing 

a vital transportation hub that influenced the 

economic, social, and political development of 

our state and nation. 

 American Indians traveled this route for 

thousands of years. Their trading path became 

the Charleston to Port Royal Road, an important 

transportation link in the new Carolina Colony. 

By 1715 the colonial government required a 

regulated ferry here.  

 General William Moultrie used it as a 

gathering place for troops and supplies 

during the American Revolution. 

could not redesign the 

US Highway 17 projects 

to avoid disturbing portions of the Combahee 

Ferry Historic District. Archaeologists and 

historians returned to the river crossing to explore 

and document the resources that would be 

affected by road and bridge construction. 

Historical Research
Historians undertook research at local and 

state archives and at the national archives in 

Washington, DC. They wanted to learn about 

the ferry that operated on the Combahee River 

from 1710 until 1927, the history of rice plantations 

along the river, important Civil War engagements, 

and the famous raid led by Harriet Tubman and 

James Montgomery.Cultural 
resourCes 
are:
archaeological sites

Historic Buildings

Cemeteries

Battlefields

landscapes

Historic structures 

traditional Cultural Places  

objects

places where the physical 
remnants of past human 
activities exist.
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 In 2006 several deadly accidents prompted  

the South Carolina Department of Transportation 

(SCDOT) to widen the last stretch of two-lane 

highway between Jacksonboro and Garden’s 

Corner and replace the 1954 Combahee 

River Bridge. 

Robert E. Lee ordered construction of 

Confederate earthworks here to defend 

the Charleston & Savannah Railroad.

   From 1740 until 1863, the river’s marshes 

were the setting of a huge rice empire where 

thousands of enslaved Africans worked.

  The Combahee River rice plantations 

were a symbol of oppression to abolitionists. 

In 1863 Harriet Tubman and Colonel James 

Montgomery led a raid that freed over 700 

slaves in a single night. 

 Today remnants of this historic hub are 

preserved in the Combahee Ferry Historic 

District. Explore this aerial view and learn about 

the eighteen resources that make up one of  

our state’s most important historic places.

 SCDOT hired archaeologists to look for 

important historical resources along this 

stretch of the highway. Archaeologists found 

six archaeological sites and seven architectural 

and landscape features along the roadway. 

Underwater archaeologists found five 

submerged sites in the river near the bridge. 

 Researchers learned these 18 resources 

are associated with people and events that 

shaped the development of South Carolina 

from 1715 until 1927. Most importantly, this 

crossing was the site of a Civil War raid 

personally guided by Harriett Tubman  

that freed over 700 enslaved people in 

one evening. 

 The SCDOT, the Federal Highway 

Administration, and the South Carolina 

Department of Archives and History 

supported the creation of the Combahee 

Ferry Historic District to protect and 

preserve these important sites. The district 

covers approximately 1,600 acres where US 

Highway 17 crosses the Combahee River. 

Underwater archaeologists surveying the river.

Underwater archaeologists record sites in the river. A decorative plate is uncovered at 38BU1216.

Plantations along the Combahee River in 1771. 

Archaeologists map the location of the district’s resources.

Archaeological excavations at 38BU1216.

Archaeologists found many soil features at 38BU1216.
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that require federal 
agencies to protect 
and manage cultural 
resources on federal 
lands.  Projects that use 
federal funds or require 
federal permits, such as 
highway construction, 
must abide by these 
laws.
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SCDOT Underwater Archaeology
Underwater archaeologists dove on the pontoon 

wreck to measure and record its exact dimensions 

and to learn more about how it was constructed. 

They used the data to create a virtual 

reconstruction of the vessel. The underwater 

archaeologists monitored the condition of the 

vessel during bridge construction to make sure it 

was not disturbed.

Mapping
Archaeologists mapped the location and 

dimensions of the old Charleston to Port Royal 

Road, the Civil War fortifications, and the African 

American cemetery to create a detailed picture 

of the district’s landscape.

Archaeology
Archaeologists excavated the portions of 

site 38BU1216 that would be disturbed by 

road construction. They found features 

and artifacts associated with the ferry 

keeper’s house and the tavern and store that 

operated at Combahee Ferry from 1735 until 

1927. The tavern was an important stopover 

for travelers.

US For 300

“…consider a convenient place for a ferry upon every navigable river…”  ‑ Lords Proprietors 1686
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From 1730 until 1920 the Combahee River 
was one of the state’s most important rice 
growing regions. Today the river is habitat 
for many protected and endangered 
species of birds and fish. 

Archaeological Site 38BU12179
This multiple-gun battery, with its 
earthen embankment, gun platforms, 
bomb proof, and moat was constructed 
by Confederate forces around 1862 
to defend the Charleston & Savannah 
Railroad.

Archaeological Site 38BU188410

This 800-foot-long rifle trench protected 
the back side of the battery at 38BU1217. 
This trench and the one at 38BU1885 
created a continuous line of defense.

Archaeological Site 38BU1885

Archaeological Site 38BU2137
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This 600-foot-long rifle trench protected 
the back side of the battery at 38BU1217. 
This trench and the one at 38BU1884 
created a continuous line of defense.

This scatter of bricks, olive green 
bottle glass fragments, pilings and 
disarticulated timbers, and debris is from 
the 1954 bridge construction.

Archaeological Site 38CN255

Archaeological Site 38BU2138
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Researchers found remnants of a wooden 
vessel they believe was a pontoon that 
supported a floating bridge over the 
Combahee River during the Civil War.

This site is a scatter of bottle glass 
fragments, ballast stones, modern 
bridge construction debris, and riprap. 

Archaeological Site 38CN257

Archaeological Site 38CN19
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These earthen embankments and 
ditches were constructed by Confederate 
forces during the Civil War to defend 
the Combahee Ferry crossing and the 
Charleston & Savannah Railroad. 

This scatter of bricks, ballast stones, 
pottery, and bottle glass is from the 
former ferry landing on the Colleton 
County bank of the river. 

Archaeological Site 38BU1218

Archaeological Site 38CN256
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This African American cemetery 
contains the graves of two veterans 
from the African American regiment 
that participated in the 1863 Combahee 
River Raid.

This scatter of ballast stones and 18th 

bottle glass may be associated with the 
eastern ferry landing.
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The original causeway was constructed 
half a mile upstream from its present 
location. The crossing moved to its present 
location in 1733.  
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The first permanent bridge opened in 
1927.  Harriet Tubman Memorial Bridge 
opened in 2008. 

5
Researchers found remnants of the 
ferry keeper’s house/tavern/store and 
other buildings associated with the 
operation of the Combahee Ferry from 
1733 until 1927.

The Charleston to Port Royal Road 
parallels the western side of US Highway 
17.  The highway likely followed a much 
older American Indian trading path.  
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Cypress Plantation Rice Fields
Cypress plantation, owned by William 
Heyward from 1836 until 1879, 
included 2,350 acres and was home to 
at least 235 enslaved people. 
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Newport Plantation, owned by Henry 
Middleton II, encompassed 1,520 acres 
worked by 224 slaves. The Middleton 
family retained the land until the  
late 1920s.

7

This rice field structure is a restoration or 
replacement of an earlier structure used to 
control water into and out of a large canal.

6Combahee River Causeway 1954 US Highway 17 Bridge Archaeological Site 38BU1216Charleston to Port Royal Road Newport Plantation Rice Fields Newport Plantation Rice Field 
flood control structure 
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Combahee Ferry c. 1913.  
Image courtesy of The Charleston Museum

Combahee River causeway, c. 2003.


