
Robber's Row truly earned its name during Civil War 

By Jim Littlejohn for the Carolina Morning News 

When Federal forces invaded Hilton Head Island in November 1861, the next step was to build a 
fort suitable for housing the some 13,000 troops who landed on the beaches surrounding what is 
now Port Royal Plantation. 

The Confederate Fort Walker was doubtless used as a basis for the Federal fort, but as it was 
made up mainly of sand and palmetto logs, its efficacy was somewhat in doubt, and it had not 
been designed for a force much greater than 1,000. 

Brig. Gen. Thomas West Sherman, who with Commodore Samuel Francis DuPont had 
masterminded the largest naval invasion in the young history of the United States, was in 
command of the land forces and thus it was decided to name the new fort in his honor. 

Civil War students who are familiar with William Tecumseh Sherman and his decimation of 
Georgia and South Carolina might well mistake the naming of the fort to be in his honor. 

That fort, by the way, is still visible in the huge earthworks that provided the inland walls for the 
redoubt, and there are still a few mortar sites and other indications of military activity. 

The population of the fort quickly grew from the 13,000 troops of the invasion force. Scarcely a 
year later, on Christmas Day, 1862, an estimated 40,000 fans witnessed a baseball game between 
elements of the 47th New York Regiment and an unnamed opponent. We don't know the actual 
score, but the 47th was declared the victor. 

Where did all these people come from? The number of troops grew almost as fast as the ships 
could bring them down from the North. In addition, the huge naval fleet which helped bottle up 
the ports of Savannah and Charleston added to the number with its complement of sailors. 

Word also quickly spread throughout the South Carolina and Georgia Sea Islands that those who 
had been slaves would be free if they could only reach Hilton Head. The population of 
African-Americans grew with tremendous vigor. 

At first, the former slaves were considered contraband by the Union Army, as the Emancipation 
Proclamation had yet to be invoked. Nevertheless, the black population soon became far too 
large to be housed within the Federal fort and a nearby township was set aside for the new 
''town'' of Mitchelville, which was named for Maj. Gen. Ormsby M. Mitchel. 

But it was another major general, David Hunter, who was to declare the contrabands free men 
and women. In his famous proclamation of May 9, 1862, Hunter declared that all former slaves 
of Georgia, Florida and South Carolina were now free. This didn't sit well in Washington, and 
the order was later rescinded until Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation was issued. 

But for all intents and purposes, the former slaves living within the Federal jurisdiction of Hilton 
Head Island and the area surrounding Beaufort considered themselves free. They were allowed to 
buy property and their children attended some of the many schools manned by volunteers from 
New England. 



Meanwhile, a commercial district had begun growing around the fort. Armies have always 
required civilians to provide the non-military aids to better living. Hilton Head was not an 
exception. Part of the swelling number of people on the island were the many merchants and 
''sutlers'' brought in to provide wares and services for the military. 

A number of shops and stores were built inside the huge earthen fort, including a newspaper, a 
major hotel, and numerous palmetto-thatched huts that sold everything from extra blankets to 
hard liquor. There were restaurants, clothiers and even a theater where both professional and 
amateur acting companies produced plays. 

To the average soldier, whose pay was irregular and small, the profit-mindedness of the 
merchants on ''Sutler's Row'' soon earned the merchants a more realistic nickname. ''Robber's 
Row'' it soon became, and the name is perpetuated to this day in Port Royal, where one of the 
golf courses is named for the famous village. 

Despite the fact that an existing town across Port Royal Sound was already called Port Royal, the 
Federal officials renamed the area around the fort by that name and, indeed, a Post Office was 
soon set up under that title. 

The war droned on for almost four years after the Federal invasion, and finally came to an end 
when Robert E. Lee presented his sword to Ulysses Simpson Grant at Appomattox Courthouse. 

Soon the sutlers were boxing up their wares and heading home, as were the soldiers who had 
held the island in the heart of the Confederacy. Robber's Row with all its grand buildings was 
soon reduced to rubble as the lumber and other building materials were used to help furnish other 
island homes and businesses. 

The war was over. 

Jim Littlejohn writes several columns for the Carolina Morning News. His source for this one 
was ''Hilton Head Island in the Civil War -- Department of the South,'' by Robert Carse. It's 
available at local bookstores. 
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