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St. Catherines Island is part of the Atlan-
tic Coastal Plain Province (Thornbury,
1965), defined by a series of short, relatively
wide barrier islands separated by deep tidal
inlets (fig.1.1). The mainland portion of this
coast is a low, flat region of well-drained,
gently rolling hills and poorly drained flat-
lands, separated from the barrier islands by
broad salt marshes (Shelford, 1974: 76;
Wharton, 1977). The soils, sands, and sandy
clays of the Coastal Plain are of marine or-
igin, delivered to the coast by fluvial process-
es; they are usually acidic and possess a low
natural fertility due to excessive leaching
during weathering, erosion, and deposition
of the sediments. The lower Coastal Plain is
dominated by exchanges of seawater within
a zone extending from the Wicomico relic
marshes in the west to the sea, roughly de-
fined by the Princess Anne Formation in
Georgia. The tidewater zone (also termed
the coastal zone) thus includes the mainland
portions of coastal rivers influenced by tides
as well as the lower reaches of estuaries and
their associated salt marshes (coastal wet-
lands) and islands, which might also be
called the coastal zone (Wharton, 1977:
60). The Georgia Coastal Plain records the
progradational history of the Southeast dur-
ing much of the Cenozoic Era.

The estuarine zone of the Georgia coast
is part of a large embayment known as the
Georgia Bight, extending from Cape Hat-
teras, North Carolina, to Cape Canaveral,
Florida (Hubbard et al., 1979; Frey and
Howard, 1986). An important feature of
the Georgia Bight is a low lying series of
coastal (or barrier) islands, separated from
the mainland by marsh and from one an-
other by tidal estuaries. While a chain of
these islands stretches from New Jersey to
Texas, the islands located approximately
between Cape Romain, South Carolina,
and Amelia Island, Florida, share similar
Pleistocene and Holocene histories and

physiographic characteristics (Hoyt, 1967;
Hoyt and Hails, 1967; Johnson et al.,
1974: 11; Hayden and Dolan, 1979; Wenner
et al., 1980; Frey and Howard, 1986). The
barrier islands consist of Pleistocene barrier
remnants and active Holocene beaches.
Marsh islands (hammocks) are found be-
tween the barrier islands and the margins
of the mainland where increasingly brack-
ish waters grade into Spartina marshes. The
barrier islands are separated from one an-
other and from the marsh islands by
meandering tidal creeks, sounds, and salt
marshes, sometimes as much as 6 km in
width. Low, sandy beaches border the sea-
ward edges. Steep, sandy beaches adjoin the
sound margins, and back-barrier salt
marshes characterize the landward edges
of barrier islands. Georgia’s Sea Islands
range from 5 to 15 km long and from 1 to
5 km across (Hubbard et al., 1979), with
elevations that are usually less than 7 m,
although individual dunes may be higher
(Johnson et al., 1974: 11).

PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY

These Sea Islands—commonly known as
Georgia’s Golden Isles—are of mixed geo-
logical origins (fig. 5.1). Many of the forested
islands, at least in part, are remnants of an-
cient (Pleistocene) barrier islands formed
during an interval of higher sea level, where-
as others were separated from larger islands
by subsequent erosion. Many of the smaller
islands, such as Tybee, have accreted to the
Pleistocene cores during the Holocene. Bal-
last dumping by ships and more recent chan-
nel dredging by the U.S. Army Corps of En-
gineers has also significantly modified the
marshland configuration. Extensive shoal
systems exist seaward of the inlets (ebb tidal
deltas) and the central island sectors.

Six of Georgia’s eight major barrier is-
lands are composites of a Pleistocene-age
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Rays exist in a variety of salinity conditions
and may be found in estuaries either year-
round or only during warm months de-
pending upon the species (Dahlberg, 1975:
28–31; DEIS, 1978: D426).

Sea catfishes (Ariidae) are very common
in the estuarine environments. The hard-
head catfish (Ariopsis felis) is more common
than the larger gafftopsail (Bagre marinus)
and tolerates a greater salinity range. Sea
catfishes are present in the inshore area
year-round, although most leave during
cold weather (Dahlberg, 1972).

Members of the drum family (Sciaenidae)
are common in coastal habitats and are
usually the most common vertebrate forms
recovered on archaeological sites. Silver
perches (Bairdiella chrysoura) are found
year-round throughout the estuary, spawn-
ing primarily between April and May in
estuarine and coastal waters (Powles and
Stender, 1978). Small aggregations of spot-
ted seatrouts (Cynoscion nebulosus) are
present in inner bays throughout the year,
whereas silver seatrouts (C. nothus) are
more common off beaches. Weakfishes (C.
regalis) may leave estuaries during cold
months of the year (Dahlberg, 1972), but
spawn inshore (Powles and Stender, 1978).
Spots (Leisotomus xanthurus) are found in
the inner bay during warm months; howev-
er they spawn offshore during the winter
months (Powles and Stender, 1978). The
Atlantic croaker (Micropogonias undulatus)
is a small but common drum fish found
throughout the coastal habitat in warmer
months. Adults in Georgia leave the estuary
to spawn offshore between September and
April (Powles and Stender, 1978). Young
croakers are not as abundant in shallow
waters as young spots and, unlike young
spots, are not found in freshwater (Dahl-
berg, 1972). The two largest drums are the
black drum (Pogonias cromis) and the red
drum or redfish (Sciaenips ocellatus). Small
black drums are present year-round. The
red drum spawns in coastal waters near
shore (Powles and Stender, 1978), but oth-
erwise it is present year-round inshore. Star
drums (Stellifer lanceolatus) are small fishes
that are found in greatest numbers during
the summer and fall.

Also part of the estuarine fauna are mul-
lets (Mugul spp.) and flounders (Para-
lichthys spp.). Striped mullets spawn from
September through April, and white mul-
lets between March and September (Dahl-
berg, 1972). Many of the small fishes can be
found in shallow, brackish waters, although
adults prefer slightly deeper, more stable
conditions. Depending on species, adults
may be present throughout the year, al-
though when temperatures drop below 7u
Centigrade even the striped mullet (M. ce-
phalus) will leave (Dahlberg, 1972). Floun-
ders are bottom-dwelling carnivores that
may be present throughout the year de-
pending on species.

SOILS OF ST. CATHERINES ISLAND

The following descriptions of St. Cathe-
rines Island soils follow Looper (1982; see
also fig. 5.2).

CENTRAL PLEISTOCENE CORE

The relatively high Island core comprises
the northeastern third of St. Catherines,
and hosts a mature, mixed deciduous pine
forest and fallow agricultural fields. The

Fig. 5.2. The distribution of major soil types
on St. Catherines Island (after Looper, 1982).
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uals of carriage palm, laurel oak, hickory
(Carya glabra), and paper mulberry (Brous-
sonetia papryifera).

UPLAND GRASSLAND: Upland grasslands
grow in areas that are not subjected to
regular tidal inundation, such as beaches,
foredunes, forest clearings, and recently
cultivated fields. Bermuda grass comprises
more than 70 percent of the grasslands on
St. Catherines Island. The older fields
support stands of spangle grass (Uniola
laza), orange broomsedge (Andropogon
virginicus), and thoroughwort (Eupatorium
capillifolium).

Sea oats (Uniola paniculata) grow in the
dunes behind the ocean front beaches, and
are commonly associated with seaside pen-
nywort (Hygrocotyle bonariensis), sandspur
(Cenchrus tribuloides), and beachtea (Cro-
ton punctatus).

SCRUB: Scrublands consist largely of
waxmyrtle (Myrica cerifera) mixed with
buckthorn (Bumelia tenax), yaupon (Ilex
vomitoria), winged sumac (Rhus capallina),
Hercules-club (Zanthoxylum calva-herculis),
saw palmetto (Serenoa repens), century-
plant (Agave decipiens), cabbage plam
(Sabal palmetto), and marshelder (Iva
frutescans). Occasional individuals of live
oak also grow in these habitats.

SAVANNA: Man-made savanna consists of
grasslands with scattered trees. The largest
savanna on St. Catherines is located on the
north end of the island and was created in
the 1950s to establish a grazing area for
cattle, and this area has been purposefully
maintained with set fires and bulldozing.
The major grass species include Bermuda,
spangle grass, and purple broomsedge.
Slash pine, leaf pine (Pinus palustris), live
oak, and laurel oak are the major trees
growing on the savanna. A more limited
live oak savanna occurs sporadically
throughout the Island.

HYDROLOGY OF ST.
CATHERINES ISLAND

ROYCE H. HAYES AND DAVID HURST THOMAS

When Fray Andrés de San Miguel and
his shipwrecked companions stumbled
ashore on Wolf Island (or perhaps Little

St. Simons Island) in 1595, they were
parched, having run out of water 2 days
before. Finally ashore, however, Fray An-
drés was ‘‘diligent in searching for it [and]
no great effort was necessary because the
merciful goodness of God provided it soon
from some pools that we found close to
where we landed and with a little hole that
we made on the beach up to three yards
away from the sea, where we found sweet
and very good water’’ (de San Miguel, 2001:
55). To their everlasting gratitude, de San
Miguel and his shipmates learned what In-
dians of the Georgia coast had known for
millennia: Cool, sweet freshwater is abun-
dant and easy to find almost everywhere on
the Sea Islands. Those days are long past,
though to understand the nature of aborig-
inal agriculture on St. Catherines Island, it
is first necessary to understand the prein-
dustrial hydrology of the Guale coast.

Coastal Georgia is underlain by uncon-
solidated sedimentary strata overlying car-
bonate rocks known as the Floridan Aqui-
fer, one of the most productive ground-
water reservoirs in the United States. This
water-bearing stratum is comprised of Eo-
cene-age limestone, dolostone, and calcare-
ous sands, confined between impervious
layers. The Floridan Aquifer extends from
South Carolina to Florida and reaches in-
land as far as Alabama. Near Brunswick
(Georgia), the sedimentary strata are
600 m thick and deeply buried beneath
more than 150 m of sand and clay; this se-
quence becomes thinner and closer to the
surface as it approaches Savannah, where
the carbonate strata are less than 150 m
and lie 15–50 m below the surface (Miller,
1998: 23).

Such was the hydrological regime when,
millennia ago, the first foragers visited St.
Catherines Island, and the same conditions
prevailed when Fray Andrés de San Miguel
and his mates arrived on the 16th century
Georgia coast. The recharge and discharge
of the aquifer system remained in proxi-
mate equilibrium so long as the Upper Flor-
idan aquifer was recharged by rainfall in the
interior, where it lay near the ground sur-
face. Because the aquifer was confined (un-
der ‘‘artesian’’conditions), water flowed
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slaves commonly loaded marsh mud onto
boats in the nearby tidal rivers and salt
marsh flats, then spread the mud onto the
fields (at a rate of about forty ox cart loads
to the acre). The organics contained in
marsh mud provide an effective fertilizer,
but it was also somewhat acidic. This is
why some Sea Island planters (including
Thomas Spalding of Sapelo Island and
John Couper of St. Simons Island) laid
down a layer of crushed oyster shell before
applying marsh mud to their cotton fields.
Others mulched their fields with manure or
with cut marsh grass that was allowed to rot
during the summer and then applied direct-
ly to the fields.8

Later in Part I, we build upon the known
natural and cultural background presented
in this (and preceding chapters) to develop
a theoretical framework appropriate to un-
derstanding the aboriginal landscape of St.
Catherines Island.

NOTES
1. Mr. Bryan was accompanied on this exploratory

tour by William Gerard DeBrahm, a well-known car-
tographer and the most prolific Southeastern mapmak-
er of his era (DeVorsey, 1971; Cumming, 1998: 29–30;
see also chap. 29).

2. Under the treaties and understandings of 1733–
1739 between James Oglethorpe and the local Indians,
St. Catherines Island was reserved for Creek tribal use,
and in April, 1744, the Yamacraw Indians living in
a village near Savannah moved to the Island (Wood
and Bullard, 1996: 70). The Yamacraw planted several
corn fields and in 1745, and Edward Kimber wrote that
St. Catherines Island contained ‘‘the most fruitful Soil,

and … [with] larger Tracts of open Land than any I
have observed, and to abound in all Kinds of Game,
on which the good Indians regaled us’’ (quoted in Wood
and Bullard, 1996: 70). By 1746, Thomas Bosomworth
(husband of Mary Musgrove) brought a herd of cattle
and six slaves to St. Catherines Island. Adam Bosom-
worth (brother of Thomas Bosomworth and brother-
in-law of Mary Musgrove) served with Oglethorpe’s
Regiment and apparently received a land grant in 1749.

3. Wood and Bullard (1996: 70) find it ‘‘curious’’
that Bryan did not mention the Spanish ruins of Santa
Catalina de Guale, which were quite obvious to Colonel
Dunlop only 66 years before (Dunlop, 1929 [1687]).
But from Bryan’s account it is clear that his ‘‘three
Hours Walk’’ took him to the beach and back. If we
assume that his landfall was near Bosomworth’s house
(evident on the 1760 De Brahms map), he was at all
times a good 3 miles north of the mission ruins.

4. For several years, Hayes has discovered and
mapped these relic outflows of ground water, each of
which appears to have flowed during precontact times.
These data are incorporated on figure 5.3.

5. The Island vegetation has likewise been influ-
enced by more recent land management practices. At
various times over the past century, St. Catherines has
been logged, grazed, and burnt. A feral hog population,
introduced in the 1930s, kept the understory relatively
sparse for decades. We were fortunate to conduct our
archaeological survey during this period—when the
ground surface was relatively visible. The local hog
population was drastically thinned out in the late
1970s, and the plant understory has rebounded signif-
icantly.

6. For a description of such ‘‘trunks’’, see Sullivan
(1990: 178).

7. James Holmes (‘‘Dr. Bullie’’) reports inspecting
Jacob Waldberg’s ‘‘new cotton gin’’ on St. Catherines
Island sometime between 1810 and 1812 (Holmes,
1976: 144; see also Thomas et al., 1978: 223–225); the
ruins of the cotton gin are still visible.

8. There is no evidence to suggest that aboriginal
people in the Southeast added mulch or fertilizer to
their horticultural fields during the precontact period.
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