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PENN SCHOOL ON ST. HELENA lSLAND, SOUTH CAROLINA 

In the light of trends in modern social experimentation Penn 

School on one of the Sea Islands off the coast of South Carolina assumes 

a position of major importance. For the past seventy years the people 

of this and surrounding islands have been subject to one form of social 

suasion or another. 

As early as the year 1862 the federal government began its first 

experiment in rural rehabilitation. On January 15, 1862, General Sherman 

applied for authority to supervise agriculture and education within the 

area under his jurisdiction. He wrote: "For the future maintenance of 

these people, some system must be established - one which will permit 

them to sustain themselves; but before they eo.n be left entirely to 

their own government they must be trained and instructed into a knowledge 

of personal responsibility - which will be a matter of time. I have 

therefore the honor to recommend that suitable instructors be sent to 

them to tea.oh them all the necessary rudiments of civilization, nnd 

secondly, that in the meantime agents properly qualified be employed a.nd 

aent here to te.ke charge of plnnto.tions and superintend the work of the 

blacks until they are suf'ticiently enlightened to think ond provide for 



themselves•··•••• I can see no other ,vay to lay a groundwork for future 

usefulness with this unfortunate class of people. 11 

As there were large quantities of contraband ootton on the is­

lands the administration of the area wns turned over to the Treasury 

Department before any action could be taken on General Shermnn's petition 

to the War Department. But Secretary Chase of the Treasury had in mind a 

somewhat similar plan through which he hoped to determine the capabilities 

of the Negro. 

The Treasury Department chose &lward L. Pierce, a young Boston 

attorney, as administrator of the experiment. After n visit to the islnnds 

he reeommended tha.t the Department reject the proposo.l of the cotton agents, 

whioh involved the lea.sing of the plo.ntntions o.nd the people on them to the 

highest bidder. He proposed instead the employment of plo.ntation super-

visors who would mn.no.ge the cultivation of crops but whose chief task ,ms 

"to promote the mora.l nnd intelleotuo.1 culture of the vro.rds II a.nd "to pre­

pare them for use:t'u.l nnd worthy citizenship." A sta.ndo.rd wa.ge was to be 

paid for labor, the a.mount to be determined by the profits resulting from 

the operation of the plo.nto.tions. He proposed to po.y ro.tions plus 40 

oents o. do.y. 

On Ma.roh 9, 1862, Pieroe took up his duties on St. Helena Island, 

arriving with forty-one men and twelve women as superintendents and teachers, 

eaoh with n certif'icnte of appointment from the Department of the Treasury. 

Out of the first fourteen of these appointed, the youngest was twenty yea.rs 

old, o.nd nine were under thirty. They were .£M the most pa.rt well educo.ted 

but lnoked a. knowledge of the Negro a.nd were totally ignorant of plnnta.tion 

conditions. 



Added to their lnck of understnnding wo.s the pressing need for 

immedinte notion due to the ndvanoed seuson and the antngonism of the 

Negroes resulting from unfnir prnctices by the cotton ngents. Agninst 

these overwhelming odds, in mo.ny instances, n superintendent and n single 

teucher nttempted to direct the economic a.nd oulturul lives of us mn.ny 

us five hundred Negroes. Since emo.noipntion hn.d not yet been proclnimed, 

these people were still teehnioully in slnvery, though under federnl con­

trol of the islnnd the question of their ownership vro.s vngue. 

The Negroes refused to plant cotton but were willing enough to 

work their own plots of corn and rice. Cotton cultivation was paid for 

on a wage basis and the people were not used to such a system. They had 

bden in the habit of receiving food, clothing, implements, and seed from 

their owners, and little except seed was forthcoming from their new 

The Treasury had scant funds for these essentials and Congress 

was slow to aot. When the money did arrive, Pierce in his effort to con­

trol the spending of his wards paid them on the average but one dollar per 

acre for listing, planting, and hoeing cotton. Even the most 11unoivilized" 

of the lot realized that this was a meager return for so much work. 

The final brenkdown ca.me when Mnjor-Genernl David Hunter ordered 

all able-bodied Negroes from eighteen to forty-five to appear for wn.r 

service. Pierce objected but wns nble to do little for the people in whom 

he was truly interested. 

In June, 1862, less than six months from its beginning, the 

"experiment" wns to.ken over by the Wnr Depnrtment. Pierce wo.s offered n 

plnoo on the stnff but refused. In November the War Departmont divided 
I 

the plantntions into small plots bnscd on the sizo of enoh fo.mily. These 



plots wore rented without charge unless the fnmily refused to rnise cotton, 

in which co.se they were required to pay not more than $2 per month, Po.ro.-

doxicnlly, sixty•six years lo.ter some of these same people o.re being po.id 

to limit production of this oonnnodity. 

The lo.st bo.ckwo.rd step in this eo.rly fo.rm adjustment o.dministrn­

tion was the lensing of the plo.ntntions to privo.te individuals. The Wnr 

Department continued to exercise a certain .amount of supervision over the 

planters to protect the people from excessive exploitation, but the 

"experiment," begun so nobly a little more than a year before, quietly 

passed from existence. 

The Schools 

Although education and agrieulture were constantly associated in 

reports and plans, no effort seems to have been made to unite them in 

practice. Superintendents learned the rudiments of existing methods of 

orop production as quickly as possible, while teachers introduced the peda­

gogy they brought with them from the North. Orthodox education blinded 

them to the special needs of a people whose lives were circumscribed by 

the demand~ of planting, hoeing, and harvesting cotton, corn, o.nd rice; 

whose only pleasures were praise-house meetings and periodic changes in 

mn.rito.l status. Praise houses were enoouraged and additional religious 

influence was introduced through the organized church to combat the evils 

of promiscuity. The triumvirate of school, church, and farm supervision 

all strove to accomplish something for the good of the people, yet, with 

the possible exception of a certain oommon interest between school and 

church, there was no unity of effort. b, 
The land sales of 1863-70 absolved the government of the re,,. 
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sponsibility for the production of crops; plantation superintendents were 

dropped. There still remained the pressing need for cultural and religious 

education. Since these services were pa.id for °b'J the Port Royal Relief 

Committee, a Philadelphia society, schools were mninta.ined, tho most noto.blc 

amonr; them the Penn School which has had n picturesque history for nearly 

seventy-five years. 

'Viith cmnncipo.tion came county support of educo.tion. But Penn 

School co~tinucd as a privo.te institution, supported by priva.to dono.tions 

o.nd northern philo.nthropy, po.rticulo.rly tho Phil o.delphio. society . On the 

elemento.ry level it opero.ted for the benefit of the people living :in the 

immedio.te neighborhood . These children undoubtedly received an edu.co.tion 

su.9erior to that of the pupils in outlying communities, but the chief con­

tribution of Penn was the preparntion of teachers for these more remote 

schools . The methods adopted were those universally accepted by the best 

school of the north - a carefully prepared list of questions from former 

board examinations was used to facilitate the 11crarnming 11 of potential 

teachers with abstract knowledge. The result is self- evident. Curriculum 

development established on the sou.~d prL~ciples of the needs of a people 

vro.s subordinated to the demands of purely o.rbitrary criteria of wha.t con• 

stitutes education. 

Mis::; Towne and Miss Murro.y, who opera.ted Penn School ., can not be 

blamed for the condition which prevailed until 1905. They ho.d no control 

over the requirements for qualification of teachers set up by loco.l govern­

ments; their missionary heritage tended to throw economic responsibility 

to northern supporters, and the people themselves were considered to be 

much more capable in the operation of farms l han the teachers. Ther was 



also the gigantic task of building up literacy runo~ the lllllny thousu.nd 

totally ignorant ex- slaves . This more than anything else tended to be-

cloud tho mnin issue - tho.t of educating for making a living o.nd for en­

joying o. living on the soil. 

The yeo.r 1905 marks the beginning of the modern pho.se in the life 

of Penn School o.nd of the people it serves . One do.yin February, 1905, 

Miss Rossa. Cooley o.nd Miss Gro.ce House, imbued with tho idea.ls set forth 

o.t Hrunpton, found themsol ves in cho.rge of o. school consisting of an old 

fro.mo building built in 1862 and sixty o.cres of o.ba.ndonod cotton land. The 

energy which ho.d previously boon oxpcndod in book learning - the memorizing 

of long lists of do.tes, recito.tions on the theory o.nd practice of touching, 

o.nd the working of examples in cube root - wo.s soon directed into cho.nnols 

moro vito.l to the lives of tho people. Abnndoned cotton fields bogo.n to 

grow oov; poo.s o.nd corn; crop rota.tion been.mo the school slogo.n. Lo.nd tho.t 

begrudged more tha.n ten bushels of corn to tho ucro wo.s gro.duo.lly improved 

to produce twenty or thirty. In lo.to yoo.rs this so.mo land ho.d mo.do tho 

roma.rko.blc toto.l of sixty bushels . 

It wo.s no eo.sy to.sk, this teo.ching o. fo.rming people how to fa.rm. 

They ho.d tilled the soil for countless genero.tions ; who.t could o. school 

o.dd to their planting lore? In o.ddition, schools, o.s they understood them, 

were for "book leo.rning. " The ability to rend o.nd write wo.s felt to be the 

touchstone tho.t would lift them from hovel to plo.nto.tion house. 

Pro.otico.l subjects were introduced gro.dua.lly, o.nd the theory of 

fo.rming wo.s oo.r efully synchronized with o.ctuo.l fa.rm pro.ctice in the field . 

It vro.s not enough to l eo.rn from o. book tho.t selection of seed vms n.n imper-

ta.nt f o.ctor in the yield of the crop. These studentsl hqd aotuo.lly to select 
I 

l 1\ , ~ 
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the seed, test, then plant it, and eventunlly hnrvest the crop. As an 

object lesson to obstinate adults these experimental plots were set up 

along main roads leading to the school. 

Shop work became as important a phase of this new school as work 

in the fields. To prepare the soil for planting required a plow in good 

repair; to harvest the orop required a wagon with four good wheels and a 

harness that would keep nrule and conveyance together. Let it not be sup-

posed that academic work suffered from this intrusion of praoticnl subjects. 

English found its subject matter in monographs on the production of various 

kinds of crops, and as nice a problem in geometry as could be wished for 

was to be found in the fitting of spokes to a wheel. 

Although the school emphasized the rotation of crops and the dan­

gers of a one-crop system, comparatively little progress was made in sup-

planting cotton until the advent of the boll weevil in 1918. As long as 

Sea Islands had a monopoly on long staple cotton, no one was interested in 

anything else• With comparatively little labor a fair crop could be 

raisedwhioh was saleable at a premium over the rest of the market. Life 

was a fairly simple affair. Cotton produced enough for truces and necessi-

ties, the woods supplied small game, and the rivers and sea teemed with 

sea. food. Penn School's first real problem came with the boll weevil, 

One can imagine the complete chaos that prevuiled subsequent to 

the arrival of the weevil. Almost 100 per cent of the farms raised cotton 

as a major crop. Certainly every farmer depended upon the staple for his 

cash income. The complete destruction of the crop when the weevil struck 

brought hard times, but no one believed that cotton would not be the chief 

staple the next year. It took the weevil, iciously active yenr after year, 
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L to prove thnt cotton ~uld never agnin be indisputable king of southern 

fanns. 

The campaign for orop diversification conducted by Penn since the 

early years of the century. along ,nth a practical course in home economics 

that emphasized the preservation of food stuffs, had much to do with easing 

the shook of the total destruction of their one money-crop. The development 

of the oyster canning industry furnished a cash income for many during the 

transition from a money to a subsistence econoJI\Y• 

T. J. Woofter, Jr., in ,vriting of St. Helena Island just before 

the late depression, says: "There are now four distinct categories of bread­

winners: first, a smn.11 group of about eighty-five families who put their 

major emphasis on the cultivation of the land. Even this group, however, 

derives almost as much of its income from outside wages as it does from 

cultivation of the land. This includes seven per cent of all families. 

Second, is a large group of about six hundred, whose attention is divided 

between farming and wnge enrning •••• Their outside earnings nre slightly 

more than the proceeds from the cultivation of the soil. This includes 

fifty per cent of all frunilies. 
\ 

Third is a group of about four hundred 

and fifty who place their mo.jor dependence on wages derived from work in 

oyster canneries or neo.rby truck farms. This includes thirty-seven per 

cent of all frunilies. Fourth is a group of about fii'ty old people ,vho •••• 

o.re nble to eke out an existence by gardening n little, by raising some 

poultry a.nd pigs. picking up a dollar here nnd n dollar there ••••••• and 

receiving sporadic remittances from children in the city." 

Peculinrly enough, those individunls who devo/Je the mn.jor portion 
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of their time to fnrming show the highest moneto.ry return; those who fa.rm 

for only a portion of their livelihood and depend upon sensonnl lnbor for 

the remo.inder, expend, on the nvernge, n larger proportion of their income 

for subsistence than those who fnrm exclusively. 

The very factor that helped the people over the most trying year 

following the advent of the boll weevil has tended to retard agricultural 

rehabilitation. Oyster canning factories operate from November to April, 

and it is during ,this time that fall plowing and spring plowing take place. 

For this renson the farms nre generally neglected, preference being given 

to the job offering the quickest return. It would seem then a highly 

questionable prooedure to encourage the development of industries inn pre­

dominantly agricultural setting, for it is difficult to imagine o.ny sort of 

business adjusting itself to the demands of the farm. 

Penn School of 1935 

The late depression shows promise of finally forcing the people 

into an agricultural eoonomy. The adjustments ma.de during the years 1920-30 

have proved of little value. The one major industry (oyster canning 

factories) has closed downt throwing 37 per cent of all families into the 

relief class. T!ie pooplcy constituting 50 per cent of those whose outside 

earnings were slightly more tho.n the produce from the soil, find themselves 

with insufficient food to support their frunilies and no money to buy clothes 

or pay truces. There is then a total of 87 per cent of the families on the 

island who are not able to support life without some outside assistance. And 

this amazing oondition prevails in a strictly rural area of owners of land -

not tenants or renters - who have been born and bred 

ten generations. 

op. the 

t[ I I , ~ 

soil for at least 
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For thirty years Penn School has urged upon these people the need 

for a self-sustaining economy. Approximately 1500 students have gone to 

the school and fourteen of the seventeen teachers at other island schools 

are Penn graduates. Thus, it may be supposed that one fourth the present 

population has been inoculated with Penn ideals through the classroom, 

while ninety to ninety-five per cent of all school children on the islands 

are receiving instruction embodying Penn School principles. 

The right kind of propaganda is not the only service rendered by 

the school. Well equipped school shops are available to anyone. Here 

was ~een a youngster of ten, a pair of farrier's tongs in one ho.nd and a 

four-pound hammer in the other, forging a handle from half-inch bar iron. 

A tractor owned by the school will plow private ground for a fee payable 

in labor on the school farms. Six Jersey bulls a.re scattered throughout 

the various islands, all bred from the school's own herd, and available 

to all farmers. A oooperntive society for buying and selling has been 

functioning for a number of yenrs. There is even a loo.n association from 

which members can borrow from five to a hundred dollars. A school nurse 

talces care of minor ailments and teaches a class in midwifery, the success 

of which L1ay be gauged by the fact that infant mortality on St. Helena Island 

is belO\v the national average, irrespective of race. Counsel on a thousand 

different problems and advice on as mnny subjects are services performed by 

the school which defy measurement. 

But the school has never been able to combat the trend, during 

prosperous times, nvra.y from the farm. Its graduates who should become the 

master fn.rm.ers of the new generation seek employment in the cities nnd so 

leave the older nnd less enlightened group to perpetun~e ~ decadent system. 
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The emigration of the younger ndult populntion snps the strength of the 

community nnd decrenses the birth rnte. In 1900 the population wns 8,819; 

in 1928 it hnd fnllen to 4,785, n docrense of 54 per oent. At this rnte, 

if selective emigration continues, thero will come n time when the econoll\4" 

icnlly dependent will so fnr excood the workers thnt the entire system will 

bron.k. Ono onn hardly expect this young group to relll!l.in unless (a) tho 

sohool seeks to expand the culturnl ndvnntnges of the islands on n more 

modern plo.ne; (b) the people are tnught to utilize more completely the 

nnturnl resources at their disposal in o~dor to conserve whnt little onsh is 

nvnilnblo; (c) tho useful life of the peoplo is prolongod and n shift mo.de 

in the plnoing of responsibility for the economic success of the frunily. 

The clements which mnko up the total dissntisfnctions nocossnry 

to bring nbout n brook with tho mode of living can be plnood in thrco 

ontegories; 1) a.n intollectunl onpncity superior to tho society in which 

one lives; 2) opportunity for grenter monetary return in the outside world; 

3) oontact with another culture. Penn School is itself responsible for 

the first; it might effectively combat this situation by building up a vitnl 

organization around which its graduates could gather for mutunl stimulntion. 

The second cnn be met only through n grmving conviction on the pnrt of these 

young people thnt the hnndling of money is not the only criterion of good 

and full living. 

Most important of all is the question of cultural contacts. The 

school has conducted a hands-off policy in everything except those things 

affecting the economic life of the people~ agriculture, shop wo~k, health, 

and sanitation. But the old culture of early war days still prevails. The 

older generation clings to its superstitions, its praise houses nnd its faith 
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in acts of a supreme being. The organized church perpetuates the primitive 

concepts of worship adapted by early missionaries to the needs of a backward 

people. Preachers in general a.r e an uneducated and unenlightened group. 

It is not to be inferred that there never has been an intelligent minister 

on the islands, but those who come soon leave because of lack of support 

from the educated minority. One of the most amazing phenomena in the life 

of the people is the complete separation of intellectual and r eligious 

thought - technically t r ained college graduates pay lip service to an 

ignorant minister. In the face of these things, subtle influences of modern 

civilization are creeping in, causing an unrest har dly perceptible in the 

community itself, but clearl y reflected in the general movement away from 

the islands . 

The cities of Savannah and Charleston exert the greatest influence. 

Most of the young people use one of these two places as their "springboards" 

from which they take more distant jumps to New Yor k and Atlanta. On occasion 

even those young people who remain on the island make trips to Savannah and 

are thus brought in contact with the outside wor ld. These may lack the 

initiative to make a break with island life but are forever after conscious 

of a void in their mode of living. 

A ~areful survey of the possibilities of utilizing the natural 

r esources of the islands would do much to conserve wealth as well as give 

occupation to a large number during slack periods . A few examples will 

make this point clear. The vocational department of the school offers a 

course in shoe and harness making. Old worn-out shoes from second-hand 

dealers in New York supply the people wit·h foot gear. All harnesses for 

the island are made from raw hides shipped t Charleston for tanning and 
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bnck o.gnin. In the first plnce, these hides cnn be tanned on the island 

creo.ting a new n.nd very useful industry - nnd in the second, many hides 

which are now discarded might be tanned and utilized for new shoes or even 

put on the market for sale. Then there is the question of the best use of 

the land, Much is now abandoned nnd is growing up in slnsh pine . A few 

years of proper care would furnish an endless supply of cheap logs for a small 

portable mill, thus giving the people much needed lumber at practico.lly no 

cost. The availo.bility of lumber introduces another worthy enterprise -

that of furniture ma.king for home use. At present twenty-five women lo.bor 

weekly piecing together quilts, the I!ID.terinl for which comes in bo.rrels from 

New York City. These are poor substitutes for hand-loomed bln.nkets. 

The weaving of cotton and woolen cloth by hand would provide labor 

for many old people who cannot farm efficiently . They in turn could exchange 

this for the surplus food stuffs grovm by younger people. Second- hand 

clothes are obtained from the North, possibly cheaper than the actual value 

of any goods woven on the island, but these old people are doing nothing so 

their labor is worth no more than a living, which is now obtained from 

charity. A loom stands idle in the hall of the school . 

Proponents of our modern industr ial civilizntion will scoff at the 

suggestion of these archaic methods of meeting the needs of a people in the 

most highly industrialized nation of the world. There is but one reply: 

until this civilization from its bounteous wenlth can supply the needs of 

these people who work as diligently as any others, it should be willing to 

permit them to leo.rn to live ·without the benefits it so loudly proclo.ims . 

The economic and cultural Utopia. toward which Penn School has so 

diligently lo.bored is still n dream of the disto.nt future. One wonders 

why, nftor thirty yea.rs of effort, more hns not been accomplished. And 
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yet one leaves the island with the fir mly established conviction that the 

sohool has done everything in its power to fur ther this end. Rather than 

being a fa.ult of the school , the failure to succeed can be attr ibuted to 

causes beyond its contr ol. 

Isolation and industrialism have been the chief deterrents to 

success. Until 1927, when a bridge was buil t , the islands were entirely 

cut off from the mainland, This r eto.rded the infiltration of outside 

cultural influenc~s to an extent hnrdly o.ppreciated by a civilization 

familiar with the motor oar. Some of these people lived within nine or 

ten miles of Beaufort, South Carolina, and yet had never seen a paved street, 

a train, nor a motion picture show - they remained in the ox cart days up to 

the immediate present. The marginal inhabitants who sought to adjust them-

selves to the requirements of the encroaching cultur e were eventually forced 

from the ranks of the old culture altogether, The resulting t r ansition 

br ought about fo.ctiono.l disturbances that a.r e present todo.y - principnlly in 

the church. 

In spite of o. lo.ck of contact with the moder n world, industry ho.s 

been o. powerful nego.tive influence to school policy. In the heydny of the 

islo.nds, when long sto.ple cott on br ov.ght o. pr emium, o.n almost superhumnn 

a.mount of persuo.sion wo.s required to bring a.bout crop diversifico.tion. After 

the fo.11 of cotton, oyster cnnneries picked up the slo.ck o.nd with prosperous 

times, many moved to industrinl o.r eo.s vrhere they w·ere o.ble to lll,..'\ke enough to 

support themselves and their relntives on the island. With no.tionnl pros-

perity crone plenty, nnd o. portion of this plenty overflowed to the islo.nds . 

A second- ho.nd plenty, to be sur e , but old clothes o.:nd gifts from the city 

were enough to to.kc tho edge from initintive - life wo.s ho.rd but still too 
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easy to break century-old habits of makeshift living. 

Through it all Penn School has carried on. The absence of dis-

oouragement among the faculty is worth a trip to tho islands. Patience 

is the vratchword of these teachers vrho have given their lives for a cause. 

Persistence and patience ar e only part of the virtues of Penn, however; there 

have also been realism and intelligence in trying to make the school a pre­

paration for life and a vital force in the oonmnmity. 


