
Superior Cotton
from the
Sea Islands

“By all accounts,  it was the finest 
quality of cotton ever grown –
anywhere or at anytime.”

“Abraham Lincoln’s earnest wish that slavery would 
‘asphyxiate’ itself and thus end without a ‘disruption 
of the union’ drowned under a wave of cotton.”



Sea Island Cotton 
Lifecycle
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Some 
Interesting 
Questions

WHY DID WE HAVE 
PLANTATIONS? 

WHY DID GROWING 
COTTON REQUIRE SO MUCH 

LABOR?

WHY WAS SEA ISLAND 
COTTON SO VALUABLE?

WHY DID THE BEST COTTON 
IN THE WORLD GROW ON 
THE SEA ISLANDS OF SC?

WHY DID PEOPLE IN THE 
SOUTH BELIEVE ‘COTTON IS 

KING’?

WHY DID SEA ISLAND 
COTTON DISAPPEAR?
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Timeline for Sea Island Cotton - Birth
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1744
Indigo
on Sea Islands

1681
Bonham Sams
arrives in America

1783
Datha Island
Bought by Wm Sams

1790
“Sea Island Cotton”
Wm Elliott grows first commercial 
crop on Hilton Head Island

1775
Battle

of Lexington & Concord

1785
“Fine Cotton”

Seeds planted in GA



Carolina under 
British Rule

• 1629 - Province of Carolina – King Charles I

• 1663 – Colony of Carolina - King Charles II –
Lord Proprietors & ‘headrights’

• 1719 – Royal Colony of Carolina – King George I
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Crops on the Sea 
Islands of South 
Carolina

• Began with cattle grazing & lumber

• 1740s – Indigo

• 1775-1783 – American Revolution
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Beaufort District 
in 1783

• Plantations destroyed

• Thousands of slaves gone

• Robberies and murders
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William Sams
Indigo 
Connections

• Father Robert Sams (~1706-1760) 

• Uncle Nathaniel Barnwell (1705-1775)

• Cousin Lewis Reeve (1739 – 1774)

• French markets
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‘Fine Cotton’ Journey

• Pre-Columbian – grew wild on west side of 
Andes Mountains in Peru & Ecuador

• 1785 – seeds from Bahamas planted on St. 
Simons Island, GA

• 1790 – William Elliott of Hilton Head Island 
grew first commercial crop in SC

• 1808 – James, Johns, Wadmalaw, Edisto, St. 
Helena, Lady’s, Port Royal

• Kinsey Burden (1775-1859) seed selection 
process
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Sea Island 
Cotton –
Unique in Many 
Ways

• Soil
• Climate
• Isolation

Environment

• Long, strong, fine lint
• Considered world-wide as the 

finest cotton fiber ever produced

Result
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Climate of the 
Sea Islands

• Growing season

• Rainfall

• Temperatures
280 2

Figure 1-10. Average length of growing season in days (Kish, Wayne and Toler 1976,5)
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Cultivation of 
Sea Island Cotton
Gossypium barbadense
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Shrub
• Perennial by nature but cultivated 

as an annual
• About 1,700 plants per acre

Enemies
• Weeds
• Summer rain

Process
• Never pick cotton when wet
• Single slave generally picks 70 –

80 pounds / day

Dec

Nov

Oct

Sep

Aug

Jul
Jun

May

Apr

Mar

Feb

Jan

• Sow seeds
• Hoe at fifth leaf

• Thin out plants; 
2 ft apart

• Hoe

• Hoe fields; add 
plough mud

• Ridges 5ft apart

• Thin to a ‘stand’; 
5 ft apart

• Hoe

• At every ‘good 
blow’, pick 
cotton bolls, 
repeat x 12 thru 
Dec

Bales sent by 
flatboat to 
Beaufort -> 
Charleston -> 
NYC -> 
Liverpool

• Market 
preparation



Market 
Preparation: 
From Boll to 
Bale 

(50-60 days)

• Inside, on wood floors about 3 feet off the 
ground. Wet cotton could not be ginned.Drying

• Remove all foreign material (leaves, etc.) or bad, 
discolored cotton (due to boll rot)

Assorting or 
Nubbing

• Shake off any remaining foreign material (sand, 
etc.). Cotton sits for 4-6 weeks.Whipping

• Remove the cotton fibers from the seed. Finger ginning 
= 1 lb/day à foot gin = 25 lbs/day à McCarthy gin = 200 
lbs/day

Ginning

• Remove any broken seeds or foreign materialMoting

• Compress into bales of cotton. Bags made of 
Scottish hemp, about 7.5 feet tall & 2.5 feet in 
diameter. Weighed 333 lbs/bale.

Packing
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McCarthy Gin
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Textile 
Industry: 
From Bale to 
Cloth

Ship
• To Charleston -> NYC -> Liverpool, 

England

Spin
• Cotton lint spun into strong, fine yarn

Weave
• Cotton replaced linen as the warp for 

fine cloth (Britain 1770)
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“Cotton 
Triangle”
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Shipping & 
Finance

Textile 
Industries

Cotton 
Production

New York City (Port & Finances) Liverpool, Boston (Ports)

Charleston, Mobile, New Orleans Lancashire, England & 
New England, USA



Power looms in Lancashire, England - 1800s
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Timeline for Sea Island Cotton - Life
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1808
B.B. Sams
plantation

1805
L.R. Sams
plantation

1835
Consolidation
period begins (1835 – 1861)

1860
Britain imports
88% of their cotton from America; 
1.2 billion pounds

1821
Depression

period begins (1821 – 1834)

1858
“Cotton is King”

speech by Senator Hammond

1790
Prosperity & Expansion

period begins (1790 – 1820)



Staple 
Crops 
1860

11/21/19 Sea Island Cotton by Dataw Historic Foundation

19Dataw Island



Plantations 
of St Helena 

Island 
circa 1860
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1866 – Family of 
Dr. L.R. Sams & Sarah Givens Graham
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Datha Island
Plantations
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Sams of Beaufort

Mid 1800’s
•99% of slaveholders owned 

fewer than 100 slaves

Sams of Beaufort
•Top 1%
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Cost Fluctuations of Sea Island Cotton
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Wealth Derived from Sea Island Cotton
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Cotton’s 
Economic 
Dominance in 
the 19th Century

• Late 18th century 0%

• By 1860 88%
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British Cotton 
Imports (lbs)

American 
Cotton 
Exports to 
Britain (lbs)

% of total 
British 
Imports

1800 56,010,000 16,180,000 28%

1830 263,961,000 201,947,000 77%

1840 592,488,000 477,521,000 81%

1850 663,577,000 474,705,000 72%

1860 1,390,939,000 1,230,607,000 88%



Cotton 
Dominates

1830 – 1860 saw a huge rise in U.S. cotton 
production
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“Cotton is King”

1858 - South Carolina Senator 
James Henry Hammond (1807–64) 
taunted northern sympathizers on 
the US Senate floor saying, 

"You dare not make war on 
cotton—no power on earth 
dares make war upon it. 
Cotton is king.”
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Timeline for Sea Island Cotton - Death
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1918
Boll Weevil
reaches South Carolina

1892
Boll Weevil

Enters the U.S.  near 
Brownsville, Texas from Mexico

1880
Vegetables
overtake cotton on 
St. Helena Island

1920
RIP Sea Island Cotton

1861
Battle

of Port Royal



War Years and Beyond
• 1861 

• Sea island cotton crop confiscated

• St Helena Island

• 1863
• Emancipation

• 1880 
• Vegetables

• 1893 
• Sea Islands Hurricane

1860 1870
Individual 
farming units

359 2,261

1,000 acres or 
more

23% 2%

Less than 100 
acres

5% 90%
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Cotton Cultivation 19th Century
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Boll Weevil

1918  - Arrives in SC

1920 - Last Sea Island cotton crop planted; dies 
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Cotton Today
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Summary

• Headright system + agricultural exports + slave 
labor

Why did we have 
plantations?

• Large scale farming + preparing product for 
market

Why did growing cotton 
require so much labor?

• Longest, strongest, finest fiber
• Industrial Revolution in England
• French Revolution

Why was Sea Island 
cotton so valuable?

• Environment  + annual seed selection
Why did the best cotton 

in the world grow on 
the Sea Islands of SC?

• The South supplied 88% of England’s raw cotton
Why did people in the 

South believe ‘Cotton is 
King’?

• Civil War + Emancipation + boll weevilWhy did Sea Island 
Cotton disappear?

11/21/19 Sea Island Cotton by Dataw Historic Foundation 34



Sea Island Cotton

“The combination of 

• England’s industrial revolution, 
• France's artistry, 

• the desire for all-cotton cloth, 

• and the availability of sea island cotton 
formed the triumphant success that fueled the rise 
of the plantation system of the Carolina sea islands, 
and clothed the European upper class in finery.”
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The End


