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HON. GEVRGE RHUVDES

Planter, Educator, Statesman, Churchman

by
Rev. Robert E. H. Peeples

Hon. George Rhodes, Signer of the Ordinance of Secessinn,
planter of The Hermitage Plantation, Lawtonville, St. Péeter's Par-
ish, Beaufort District, South Carolina, was born at his father's
plantation on Calliwassi Island, St. Luke'!s Parish, on 11 January
1802, the first child of Thrmas Rhodes and his second wife, Mary
Elizabeth Cater.
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Thomas Rhodes was born 22 Sepbember 177¢ at Bridgenorth,
Shropshire, England, where he was baptized 14 May 1775, %Ségﬁt
son of George Rhodes of that city and his wife, Elizabeth ("Betsy")
Bache, whO were married at the Church of St. Mary Magdalen, Bridge-
north, on 11 November 1772. This George Rhodes was a son of Nathan-
iel Rhodes ~f Bridgenorth and his wife, Harriet GeoOrge. The Rhodes
family has flourished in England frcm the time of William The Con-
queror with whom two Rhndes brothers, Willimus and Hugh, hereditary
knights of Flanders, entered as warriors in 1066. The DOmesday Book
records their grant of the "moiety of Rode". The village of Rode,
seat Nf that original grant, 1s still located near Macclesfield in
Cheshire. Hugh returned to Normandy as Comte de Rodez, founder of
the Rodez family and town of Rodez, now capital of the Department or
Aveyron in France. Willimus de Rhode left a sOn Michael de Rhodes
whose descendants have been traced through more than thirty gener-
ations to the Rhodes family in neighboring Shropshire.

Thomas Rhodes irmigrated to South Carolina about 1790 to jnip
his uncle, John Rhodes, whe was born in Bridgenorth 2 February 1747

and immigrated as a mere boy to South Carolina where he grew up to
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become a prospercus merchant of Charleston and Beaufort, planter of

Whale Branch Plantation on Port Royal Island which he acquired by

his marriage 11 June 1774 in St. Helena's EpiscOpal Church, Beaufort,
te Mary, daughter of Henry Talbird. John Rhodes was appointed Sheriff
of Beaufert District in 1776 by John Rutledge, President of the Colo-
ny of South Carolina. He held a commission as Lieutenant during the
Kevolutirnary War, represented St. Helena's Parish in the South Caro-
lina Legislature 1800 -~ 1804 and was for many years a Vestryman of St.
Helena's Church. His son, Dr. Nathaniel Henry Rhodes, received his
M.D. degrée from Edinburgh in 1804 and in 1806 married Mary, daughter
of His Excellency Paul Hamilton, Governor of South Carolina and later
Secretary of the United States Navy. His daughter, Henrietta Rhodes,
married on 30 May 1809 Paul Hamilton, Jr., M.D., brother of her
brother's wife.

On 10 July 1795 Thomas Rhodes married in St. Philip's Episcopal
Church, Charleston, Mary, daughter and heiress of the then late John
Wright of Charleston, a planter. They settled in Beaufort District
where lMary died, leaving two children: Thomas Wright Rhodes and Sarah
Rhodes. Thomas Wright Rhodes later married hlizabeth Phoebe Jenkins,
daughter of Col. John Jenkins, planter, of mdisto Island and his wife,
Sareh Phoebe Chaplin. Their son, John Jenkins Rhodes, born 20 June
1821, was baptized in Prince William's Parish Church 27 Oct. 1831 by
Rev. C. P. Elliott. Their son, Richard Wright Rhodes, was baptized
at Cotton Hall Plantation 2 March 1834 by the Rev. William T. Potter,
Kector of St. Helena's Church and sec”nd husband of Henrietta Rhodes
Hamilton. Both baptisms are recetrded in the Register of Prince Will-
iam's Parish, Sheldnn.

Thomas Rhodes married secnndly, arcund 1799, Mary Elizabeth Cater,

born 25 June 1776 at Cater Hall Plantation, St. Peter's Parish, resi-
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dence of her father, Thomas Cater, planter, whn held a commission as

Captain during the Revolutinnary War and represented St. Peter's Par-
ish at the famous Jacksonboro Legislature of the State of South Carc-
lina in 1782. Her mother was Rachel Miles, born 1755, died 1802, dau-
ghter of Captain Silas Miles, planter, of Poplar Springs Plantation,
St. Paul's Parish, and his wife, Elizabeth, daughter of the famous
Indian Fighter, James MacPherson, Captain of the South Carolina Rang-
ers, who escorted and protected Gen. James Oglethorpe and his party
of settlers from Beaufort to found the City of Savannah and Colony of
Georgia on 12 Februafy'1753. Thomas Cater, born 1751, was the only
surviving child of Thomas Cater of Ashley River and his wife, Susannah,
born 6 April 1731, daughter of Richard Baker, EBsq. of Archdale Hall
and his wife, Mary Bohun, daughter of Nicholas Bohun, planter, of St.
Bartholomew's Parish, son of Edmund Bohun, Esq., first Chief Justice
of South Carolina, and his wife, Margaret Bellinger, daughter of the
1st Landgrave Edmund Bellinger of Temotley Barony, Surveyor General of
Carolina. Chief Justice Edmund Bohun who died in the yellow fever epi-
demic in Charleston in October 1699 was a direct descendant of the de
Bohun earls of Hereford, Essex and Northampton as well as of Prince
Thomas of Woodstock, Duke of Gloucester, younger son of King Edward
ITI of England.

Thomas Rhodes and Mary Elizabeth Cater were the parents of two
other children, a daughter, Rachel Cater Rhodes, wh? married Ulysses
Maner Robert of Robertville by whom she had seven children, including
triplets, and a stn, Nathaniel Henry Khodes, whe married Sarah Julia
Haygood, sister of Thomas Haygnod of Colletrn County and of the family
of Gen. Jchnsrn Haygrod. Nathaniel Henry Rhodes was the father of five
children, including two sons whe left descendants: Thrmas Haygood

Rhodes, bern 4 Feb. 1832 whr lived for awhile with his uncle, Hon.

Gorrge Rhtdes at The Hermitage Plantation and later with his aunt,



Mrs. Rachel Rhndes Robert in Gecrgia, and Nathaniel Henry Rhodes
who married Belle Grayson and left eight children in Georgila.

Cn 23 January 1808 Thomas Rhodes was in Charleston to take the
cath of naturalization by which he became a citizen Of the United

States. The fcllowing year the South Carnlina Gazette in Charleston

published his obituary, giving 25 April 1809 as the date °f his
death and identifying him as a nephew of John kKhodes of Beaufort
who lived on until 4 October 1827.

Mrs. Mary klizabeth Cater Rhrdes, left with three small children
and a plantation to manage, was still a widow in 1810 when she made
her Census returns. Shortly thereafter she married Winborn Asa Lawton,
snrn nf Joseph Lawton, planter, of Mulberry Grove Plantation, Black
Swamp, St. Peter's Parish, J.P. and the hclder of a commission as 1
Lieutenant during the Revolutionary War, and his wife, Sarah, daugh-
ter of Jacques de Brurdeaux Robert and his wife, Sarah Jaudon. Win-
born Asa Lawton, later a Baptist minister and Pastor of Lawtonville
Baptist Church, was then only 17 years old; Mary Eiizabeth Cater Rhodes
was 34 years 0ld, a wealthy widow with 28 slaves and a plantation.

It was at this time that young George Rhodes was sent by his mother
te her aunt, Mrs. Susannsh Miles MacPherson, widow of Gen. John lac-
Pherson, and to her cousin, Elizabeth Mary MacPherson, wife of the
Hon. James Reid Pringle.‘This worthy in 1810 had 101 slaves with which
he carried on extensive cotton planting in Prince William's Parish;
he was later President of the Senate of South Carolina 1814-~18, Col-
lector of Customs for the Port of Charleston 1819 - 1840 and Mayor of
Charleston in 1830. For his formal education the Pringles sent young
Gecrge Rhrdes to the famous school which Dr. Moses Waddell had founded
in 1804 at Willington, ccunty seat ¢f Abbeville County. Dr. Waddell

left the Willington Academy in 1819 tn bectme President of Franklin

College which later became the University of Genrgia.



The Willington Academy had a reputaticn for thoroughness Nf in-
structicn, severity of discipline, effectiveness of work of its stu-~
dents, and especially I'rr the character of its director, Dr. Waddell.
Among those enrolled were Hugh @winton Legare, James L. Pettigru,
John C. Calhoun, William H. Crawford, Augustus Baldwin Longstreet,
George KcDuffie, Henry W. Collier and George R. Gilmer. the latter
wrote of the Academy:

"That school fills my notion of what a boys' school ought to be:
plain dressing, plain eating, hard working, clcse studying, close
watching, and when needful, good whippiﬁg ... the best schrcl in
these United States."

The Academy was buillt on a ridge near some beech trees where the
students sometimes carved their names. The boys stayed in boarding
houses but had little 1ng huts which in many cases they had built
themselves, using them scmetimes for recreaticrn, sometimes for
study. In cnld weather they studied in these huts, in warm weather
out doors where they enjoyed stme freedom so long as they remained
within call. Class succeeded class withrut definite hours for study
or recreation. Curriculum emphasis was on the classics, especially
Greek and Latin. The: boys learned grammar and syntax so that the
woods literally rang with the congugation of Greek and Latin verbs
and the declension Of nouns. They quickly memorized the facts of
Greek and Koman histery and culture. The main building of the school
stnod at the head of the street and contained a large recitétion
r~~m where "a solemn and appropriate prayer impleoring the Eternal in
their behalf began and ended the exercises of each day". It was also
used for the court and general ceonvocatic~n N"ver which Dr. Waddell
himself always presided. 1t contained no seats but easily held 150

vrys slanding erect. The Debatiny Club met on Friday afternnons ang



was considered highly tmportant.

The students arcse with the sun and retired at 9PM without fail;
they chnpped the word necessary t0 maintain the fires tc keep them-
selves warm in winter. On Sunday mornings they hunted squirrels and
turkeys before Church and on Sunday evenings went after possums and
coocns.

The Willingtrn Academy examinations attracted many prominent Scuth
Carclina and Georgia visitors who often joined in quizzing the stu~-
dents. Oratory compcsed the secrnd part ~f the examinatinns while two
dramatic pieces, a comedy and a farce, made up the third. John C.
Calhoun, whose sister Dr. Waddell married, once said, "I have visited
many schools crnducted according to various systems of education, but
nowhere have I witnessed such emulation to excell."

Meanwhile, George Rhﬁdeﬁ' step~-father had settled in Robertville
in 1811 where he was ordainzgttxkthe Baptist miﬁistry. There his wife
bore him four children: Winborn Benjamin Lawton, born 1 August 1812;
Mary Cater Lawton, born 12 November 1813; Alexander Robert Lawtnn,
born 22 June 1815 and Narcissa Melissa Lawton, born 1817. Apparently
the Lev. Winborn Asa Lawton assisted his older brother, Benjamin T. D.
Lawton, in engaging a suitable instructor for the newly-founded
Lawtonville Academy in the person of his step-son. For although he was
rnly eighteen, George Rhodes undertork the work, instructing girls
as well as boOys.

The following year GeoOrge Rhodes married on 15 November 1821, in
the midst of his second year at Lawtonville Academy, Thursa hvelina
Robert, born 4 September 1803, the eighteen year 0ld daughter of ke
Bear. Jaméé Jehu Robert, planter, of 3t. Feter's Parish,T%;;z;% of the
Rnbertville Baptist Church for more than fifty years, and his first

wife, Charlotte Anne Lawton, his first cfusln, daughter of Joseph

Lavton, Lsq., planter, of Hulberry Grove Plantaticn, and his wire
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Sarsh Robert. Tse=Rev. James Jehu Rebert was the son of Jchn Robert,

founder of Robertville, and his wife, klizabeth Dixon, daughter of
Captain Thomas Dixcn, planter, of James Island,‘andlhis wife, Eliza-
beth Smith, granddaughter of the PFPirst Landgrave Thomas Smith; Gov~
erncr of Carnlina.inv1695. '

Upcn reaching his majOrity early in 1823 George Rhodes received
his paternal inheritance, laid aside the teaching profession and be-
gan prospering as a planter, slaveholder and merchant. He established
his seat at the Hermitage Plantatinrn on fcrmer Robert family land-
holdings approximately 1% miles southeast of Lawtonville. His mother
died on 25 February 1823 angTE;ried in the Robert Cemetery northeast
of Robertville beside two of her deceased infants.

George Rhodes! first child, born 27 December 1823, was named James
Pringle in tribute to his prominent Charleston relative who had assist-
ed him s0 generously more than a decade earlier. George and Thursa
called the baby "James" and prrudly presented him to all their many
relatives. Two daughters, Sarah Cater and Mary Charlotte were born on
22 January 1826 and 22 April 1828.

Then tragedy struck in the late summer of 1828 when the lovely

Sanah , g ﬁ

yrung wife and mother, Thursa, diéé:EEZE??;§;825th birthday, withlbaéh
her infant daughters, victims of typhoid fever. It is said that after
the mass funeral George was comforted by his father-in-law who there
and then persuaded him t» remain in the family by marrying his younger
daughter, the sixteen-year-old Eliza Jane, born 30 January 1810.

After a proper interval of mounring the wedding did indeed take
place at Christmas 1828 and rn 5 January 1829, éﬁéﬁﬁggﬁ James Jehu
Robert made a deed of two male and five female slaves t0 his cousin,
Col. Alexander J. Lawton "in trust for the use and suppOrt of my

daughter, Eliza Jane Robert Rhodes, wife of George Rhfdes, and any

children she might have®.
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ELIZA JANE ROBERT KHUDES

Born 30 January 1812 - Died 11 January 1867

Deocon
Daughter nf the—hey. James Jehu ‘
and his first wife, Charlntte Anne Lawton;
secrnd "wife of Hon. Ge~rge Rhndes Nf
The Hermitage Plantatlen, Lawtrnville,
Peter's Parish, South Carclina.

inbert

Frrm a phnhtngraph made e¢irca 1852.
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Two sons, George [Hilton asnd Theodore Augustus were born 17 October
1829 and 18 January 1832. The first daughter arrived 5 August 1833
and was named Thursa kvelina in tribute to her deceased aunt.

The 1830 Census shows GeoNrge Rhodes owning five male and thirteen
female slaves. By that date he had joined his wife's denomination,
giving up the Episcopal Church of his yruth and his family which was
not then organized in the Lawtonville area. For in 1831 he was elect-
ed a deactn in Pipe Creek Baptist Church which moved to Lawtonville
around 18%8 and changed its name to Lawtonville Baptist Churchin 1884

A third son, named Joseph Nathaniel for Lawton and Rhodes grand-
fathers, arrived 5 December 1835 and was fnllowed by two daughters,
Henrietta Eugenia on 8 December 1837 and Phoebe Miranda on 28 Sep-
tember 1839. A fourth scn, named Thomas Willingham for Geocrge Rhndes!
friend and neighboring planter, arrived 1 June 1841. He was followed
by a daughter, Kachel Minerva, called "Minnie", on 18 July 1843 and
a fifth sc®n, named Jehu Robert for his prominent grandfather, on 13
February 1845. The 1840 Census shows how much George Rhhdes had pros-
pered, for his slave hﬁldings had increased to 25 male and 25 femsle.

George Rhodes!' oldest son, James Pringle, married hls cousin,
Margaret Prlhill Lawton, nn 17 December 1846 and settled in the Er-
winton area, some twenty miles north along the stagecoach road. James
named his ?ﬂﬁﬁé son, born 18 January 1852, George Augustus, in proud
tribute to his father. This was Gerrge hhrdes' Hmsd grandchild. His
father-in~1aw,tgzgnyames Jehu Rrobert, died the fcllowing day, 19
January 1852, in Wﬁéﬁ%xﬁ?é Rhodes died 29 October
1855, less than twr months from his thirtieth birthday.

The Hermitage family was augmented by the arrival of five additionaj
daughters: Adelinda Gertrude on 20 March 1847, Rosalind on 15 November

1848, Juliana Cora on 15 May 1850, Eliza Jane, called "Lila", op g
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October 1852 and finally, Ida Matilda on 28 November 1856. But even

the joy brought by this last arrival could not dispel the sadness
occasioned by the untimely deaths of George Rhndes! third snn, Joseph
Nathaniel on 7 August 1856 at the promising age of twenty, and the
lovely Henrietta Bugenia cn 24 August, only eighteen. As the family
prepared for her funeral on 25 August, word came down from his second
flcor bedrorm of the death of Thomas Willingham, a bright, attractive
lad of fifteen. All died of typhrid fever.

After the long winter of 1856-57, joy returned t» The Hermitage
with the gala double ﬁedding ~n 9 April 1857 of Thursa Evelina,
eldest daughter'of the family, and her sister, Phoebe liranda, to
their handstme yocung cousins, John Jenkins Rhodes and Richard Wright
Rhrdes, sons of George Rhfdes' older half~brother, Thomas Wright
Rhrdes, plénter, of Prince William's Parish. Phtebe Miranda Rhodes
and her infant chlld died less than a year later at its birth on
20 January 1858; her grieving young husband, Richard Wright Rhndes
was killed sOme twe years alterward by a runaway slave.

In 1860 Gerrge Rhrdes, then 58, made his Census returns, valuing
his real estate at $35,000 and his 63 slaves at $60,0C0. His wife,
Lliza Jane, was then 50, mistress of an elegant southern plantation
home brasting floop-tn-ceiling pier mirrors, chased brass fireplace
fenders and wind~w cornices, crystal chandeliers, mahogany furniture
and silver service. Her six remaining daughters, "Minnle" 17, Ade-
linda 15, Rnsalind 11, Juliana 9, "Lila" 7 and Ida 4, did their best
to spoil their "ne brother still at home, Jehu Robert, an independent
thirteen year nld.

That fall George Rhodes was elected, with annther large planter,
Langdnn Cheves, t® represent St. Peter's Parish in the Convention or
the Penple of Scuth Carolina called to consider relatinns with the

federal grvernment. The Conventicn Opened on lMonday, 17 December 1880
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in Columbia but adjrurned tr Charleston because of a smallpox epi-

demic. Genrge Rhodes was in Charlestrn when the Conventi~n renpened
and bnldly signed hls name to the almost unanimhusly adopted Ordi-
nance cf Seceésinn which dissclved the Union by withdrawing South
Carclina therefrom. He preserved the grld pen with which he signed
the dncument and it remains among his relicts. A few months later
the War Between the States began with the Confederate occupation of
gFort Sumter in Charlestrn Harbor.

The War brought inevitable changes t0o The Hermitage family.
Theodore Augustus, kntwn in the family as "Teedie", already a planter
in his own right, enlisted as Sergeant of Company A, First Scuth Carn-
lina Regiment and fought his way through the Virginia campaigns and
int” Pennsylvania. There he was killed in actinn near the Bliss Plan-
tation on 3 July 1863 in the Battle of Gettysburg. After the War his
remains were brought back to his native South Carolina and interred
in the Confederate Memorial Park, Magnonlia Cemetery, Charleston,
where his mCnument stands. His yrunger brnther, Jehu Robert, served
with the Beaufort Volunteer Artillery of which their brother-in-law,
John Jenkins Rhodes, was 1st Lieutenant.

Then the unthinkable happened. Savannah was surrendered to federal
forces on 21 December 1864 and it became obvious that South Carolina
would be subjected tn the catastrophic debacle of hate-filled looterg:
plundering and burning the countryside. In late January 1865 the left
wing of Sherman's undisciplined mob crossed the Savannah River at
Sisters Ferry and totally destroyed the lovely village of RObertville,
burning St. Peter's EpiscOpalb‘gﬁ;?cg?q the Robertville Baptist Church,
the Robertville Academy and every residence they encountered.

George Rhodes and his family were forced to refugee ahead of the

lawless mOb which Sherman then openly admltted he made no effort to

restrain. As a Signer of the Crdinance of Secession, GeOrge Rhodes!

A s e
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life would have been instantly forfeited had he fallen into the

hands of the noterious "Little Kil". In utmost haste the family sil-
ver and a few other valuables were packed and the family fled up the
stagecoach road towards Augusta. In Beech Island the trunk contain-
ing the silver disappeared, prcbably with the connivance of one of
the servants, and was never seen again.

The Hermitage family continued to Forsythe, Genrgia and refugeed
there with Geofrge Miltcon Rhedes, their oldest surviving son. Gerrge
Rhodes! half-sistér, Narcissa Melissa Lawton, since May 1881 the
widow-of her cousin, Alexander B. Lawton, was still in residence at
52?;§§}73a5322§3“§cre plantation, Summer Oaks, near Thomasville, but
this was toc far scuth of Forsythe for The Hermitage family to ven-
ture. Anyhow, with the undisciplined federal forces' burning of Co-
lumbia and passing on into North Carolina, it was important that
George Rhodes and his family return to Lawtonville to salvage what-
ever remained.

There was little left. The Hermitage and its numerous Outbuildings,
the cotton gin, the slave crttages, were all burned except for a capr-
riage house where they were forced to camp while a modest home was
being built. Horses, cattle, sheep, chickens, geese, all had been
stolen nr deliberately destrnyed by the invaders. There was scarcely
frod sufficient to maintain them until crops could be planted and
harvested. The new home rose slowly. All the lumber had t° be hauleqd
from Brighton where a sawmill had been reestablished, at the then
alm~st prohibitive price of $80 per thnrusand brard feet. The basement
floor which included the kitchen and servants quarters had to remain
unpaved and unfloored for several years due t0 the unavailability nr
bricks and cement.

George hhodes was never an athletic man, leaning more towards the

scholarly and cultural things of life. But at the then advanced age
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of 63 he was forced tr grip the plough handle which before he had

only seen in the hands of lesser men. The hardships which The Hermi-
tage family were compelled to endure were tco severe for Eliza Jane
Sowaoug
Robert Rhodes, for inpl867 "she died, leaving George Rhodes a widower
for the second time. One might suspect that he would have become bit-
ter and resentful of the unwarranted hardships and misfortune visited
upon him. But such was not the case. George Rhodes continued to love
and serve his family, his Church and his community, despite the 1lo0ss
of his youth, his stfength, his health and much of his fortune. His
daughter, Adelinda Gertrude, known as "Addie", married Daniel Ben jamin
Rhrdes, another of the sons of Thomas Wright Rhodes, and settled in
The Hermitage as its new mistress while her husband supervised the
tan | Segd- V380
plantation and eventually purchased it{just before his father-in-
law's death. GeoOrge Rhndes took for his use the small bedroom at the
right rear nf the house from the wind~w of which he could watch the
sunsets Over his broad fields. There he lived calmly, enjrying his
books and hils memories, savoring his daily after-dinner plantation-
made peach brandy. From thence he sallied forth every Sunday to worship
his Creator and Sustainer in the midst of his family and friends in
ggﬁiggiizée i
Baptist Church. And there in The Hermitage he died quietly

rn 2 October 1881, almrst an cctogenarian, known and loved and honnreq
by the entire community. He was laid to rest beside his secnnd wife,
Eliza Jane Robert, in Lawtrnville Cemetery where his tombstone, erecteq
by his loving daughter, Eliza Jane, "Lila", whn had married her cousin,
John Williamson Peeples, on 8 April 1869, still stands.

A marble memorial tablet on the south wall of Lawtonvilile Baptist
Church, kstill, reads:

Hon. GeOrge Rhodes
B. 1802 - D. 1881

Deacon of This Church
50 Years.
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