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  INTRODUCTION


  South Carolina has been described by a sage local historian as “one great big cousinry.” The entwining of one family’s legacies into another’s creates a taut tapestry, or a well-primed canvas on which the state’s myths and legends have been depicted.


  Retold as time marches on, many of the state’s myths and legends change and provide opportunities for a new generation of listeners to gain their own insights. A good example is the Hampton silver that left the state as its heir sought opportunity out west. Much of that silver trove ultimately returned to South Carolina to inspire new questions about domestic life in the Civil War era.


  Every South Carolinian represents an arrival. From evidence unearthed at the Topper site in Allendale County, we have learned Early Man, who crossed over on some arctic bridge, favored this place more than fifty thousand years ago for its mild climate and its nearness to the navigable Savannah River, whose banks were imprinted by wildlife coming to drink and whose depths teemed with fish.


  When the Spanish arrived in search of riches, they purposely or accidentally jettisoned tenacious little horses that survived on the sea islands and along the coast by adapting to whatever environmental conditions nature dished out.


  Marsh tackies quietly made their places in the state’s history as free work horses and family transportation. Finally, just this year their contributions were acknowledged by a law designating them as State Heritage Horse.


  From Alabama, a crew of Confederate innovators skulked into Charleston to commandeer a new stealth weapon that would alter nautical annals. The submarine Hunley, fabricated in Mobile, was the first in history to sink an enemy ship in wartime.


  Charleston Harbor, where the Hunley sunk the blockading USS Housatonic, was also the harbor in which Confederate treasurer and entrepreneur George Trenholm applied his considerable business cunning to breaking the strangling nautical blockade keeping essential exports from being offloaded onto South Carolina wharves.


  Trenholm’s halting steps from Richmond, Virginia, back to South Carolina also trace the path of the Confederate treasure train whose cargo dissipated along the way. The wake of the treasure train is riddled with mysteries that remain unsolved. At one point along its journey through South Carolina, the retreating Cabinet of the Confederacy passed very close to the once-and-again productive Haile gold mine, shut down by Federal troops in the early days of the war.


  When Union troops were detained in South Carolina—by injury, illness, or capture—they often left indelible proof of their presence on walls confining them. Their military graffiti, a haunting reminder of turbulent times, can still be seen in some revered historic homes and public buildings.


  Airspace over South Carolina was the proving ground for a daring young aviator, Paul Redfern. In 1927, only months after Charles Lindbergh made his famous transatlantic crossing, Redfern pioneered the first route to South America, then disappeared forever.


  For Doolittle’s Raiders, airspace in Columbia was an aerial practice space to ready airmen for a historic first takeoff from an aircraft carrier deck. From the pitching USS Hornet, sixteen B-25s roared off for Japan in retaliation for Pearl Harbor.


  For an air crew that took off in 1958 from a Georgia base, airspace over South Carolina was where a legendary accident took place. A domino effect of mechanical errors resulted in an atomic bomb pushing its weight out of a bomb bay and smashing into the ground at a Florence County farmstead. The hole created by the bomb remains.


  South Carolina’s destiny was set, to a definitive degree, by its geography. Its natural harbors helped make it one of the world’s most economically important ports, until the discovery—and explanation—of thermal navigation helped northern shippers understand and navigate ocean currents in ways that eluded southern ports. Tariffs and other regulatory measures also diverted commerce away from the once-rich ports of call at Charleston, Beaufort, and Georgetown.


  Its rivers were colonial-era highways on which plantation owners conveyed their timber, naval stores, phosphate, rice, indigo, and cotton to market. Submerged beneath those rivers are vestiges of those vessels serving still, only now revealing how important the rivers were in those simpler times.


  In its craggy northwest corner, geology impervious to engineering breakthroughs that would have linked it by rail to the fast-developing West thwarted the state’s commercial development at a critical time in history. Over many decades, even with many leaders cracking the economic whip—including Wade Hampton and George Trenholm—the iron horse never made it through Stumphouse Tunnel. South Carolina never got to share fully in the rewards of westward expansion.


  Perhaps the synchronized fireflies that put on a natural light show in Congaree National Park each spring best symbolize the state’s myths and mysteries. Before the oceans receded, this bottomland forest was underwater; now it is a richly diverse ecosystem. The fireflies are always there, but not always visible. Their mysteries are only revealed to those with eyes wide open and a willingness to believe.


  South Carolina’s place in history and unique geography, along with some occasional meetings with fate, have contributed to a growing catalog of myths and legends in the Palmetto State. This book provides but a small sample to fascinate native South Carolinians, newcomers, and visitors alike.


  ONE MINE, THREE CENTURIES


  Ernest Thies ladled his secret elixir onto the roots of late summer roses, hung the nicked enamel dipper back up on a nail outside the mining company headquarters, flicked a dried rose hip off his hand-tailored shirt, and went into his office. At 9:15 a.m. a blast from the concentration room sent metal hurtling skyward.


  Before the mine workers’ shock had time to wear off, Ernest’s crumpled physique was rearranged, stretched out on a door, and carefully transported to the big yellow house on the hill. Every doctor in Kershaw County was summoned, but their best efforts were no match for the injuries Ernest sustained. Along with Ernest, who ran the mine, two other workers died that hot August morning. How appropriate: The world’s eternal standard of wealth factored into their departure for an eternal resting place!


  According to science’s best explanation concerning how the universe came to be, gold crystallized in a long vein more than five hundred million years ago. Over eons this geologic feature formed in what later became known as Africa. Modern-day technology makes it possible to trace that formation to a gold vein running from present day Virginia to Alabama.


  Stories of gold being sought and treasured for its beauty and durability date back many centuries, and in South Carolina, two young boys inspired early legends of the precious mineral.


  On his 1540s sweep for riches through what now is northwestern South Carolina, Ferdinand de Soto noticed tribe members in the Native American village of Nepetaca wearing ornate head-pieces, armbands, and rings of gold. In keeping with his menacing practices, the Spanish conquistador coerced a young boy to lead his army to the source of the precious metal. This youth, whom de Soto had his priest baptize with the Christian name Peter, traded directions to the source of the gold, or information about how to find it, for his very life. Although Peter held up his end of the bargain, de Soto and company left the area empty-handed. Some believe that gold still awaits discovery. If only the Spaniards had known as they cut their swath through the region! They may have tramped right over some of the most valuable gold deposits in the Southeast.


  Fast forward a couple of centuries. In 1799, a young boy just across the state line took home to his father a pretty seventeen-pound nugget he found in a creek near their home. The weight of the rock was the only thing his father noted as valuable, so for three years it was the family’s doorstop. Then one day Conrad Reed saw the mineral in a new light and took it to a jeweler, who delighted in informing the German immigrant that his twelve-year-old son had a good eye. The jeweler must have told everybody within ear-shot about the boy’s find because word spread quickly, and soon prospectors were beating a path to the Carolina backcountry hoping their luck would match that of the boy’s. The jeweler’s loose lips sparked the unofficial start of America’s first gold rush, a full generation ahead of California’s.


  Then in 1802 gold from the same Carolina slate belt was discovered in what then was the Greenville District, but prospectors, intent on their clawing and panning in North Carolina, didn’t look up, so it was years later before hunters invaded South Carolina in search of the yellow metal. It was well-bred southern gentleman Benjamin Haile’s discovery of gold on his York District plantation that shifted the prospectors’ focus farther south.


  Exactly how Haile discovered gold on his place has been the subject of mystery and debate since word of his find spread among his neighbors in 1828. By that time Haile’s success had exceeded his father’s, who managed to do fairly well in South Carolina after making his way from Essex County, Virginia, with little more than a good name, a mule, and a slave.


  Surely Haile would have heard about the Reed boy’s find, and, as he walked off his own nineteen hundred acres, would have kept an eye out for any glimmers of hope his property had the right geology for gold. In one legend Haile spotted signs of gold near his grist mill on Ledbetter Creek. But the story handed down in the Haile family recounts Benjamin Haile reaching deep into his bucket for the last solid handful of daubing mud, pressing it against the chinking of his log cabin, then slogging back over to the nearby stream to scoop up some more of the iridescent clay. With the next handful, meant to fill a gaping crack where rough-cut logs did not fit together perfectly, Haile noticed a definite glint. Just the way the sunlight, filtering through dense hardwood trees, was glancing off the side of the cabin, he probably told himself. But in the next handful of the thick mud, he saw what he was pretty sure were flecks.


  Recalling stories of the gold discovered only a few years earlier near Charlotte, no more than a wagon ride north of his property, the plantation owner hurried to finish his task. As soon as he set the last of the chinking in to dry, he began making his way up the streambed searching out the source of that glitter.


  He was a smart man, but his education may not have primed him to comprehend that gold deposits underfoot formed within volcanic rocks during the early history of the Piedmont. Northwest of the Fall Line, younger sedimentary rocks of the Coastal Plain abutted older crystalline metamorphic and igneous rocks of the Piedmont creating the right conditions for gold to form. Even today, it is hard to imagine Haile would have known his creek ran right through a geologic feature called the Carolina Slate Belt, beginning in Virginia and ending in Georgia. Panning the stream gravels of Little Lynches Creek, which gurgled through his heavily wooded tract, he soon located the gray-green slate source. From initial placer deposits, he extracted his first gold.


  Once Haile’s first findings were confirmed, he immediately began setting up a fairly primitive mining operation. Nothing in his background as a planter would have prepared him to set up an operation capable of extracting gold. Perhaps he found someone to help him get started, but if so that person’s name has never been revealed.


  Luck and chance characterized Haile’s business model as he panned the creekbeds’ sands and gravel and later moved on to placer mining, each method being about as successful as the other. Placer deposits are signs that erosion or other natural forces have freed the gold from its bedrock and scattered it through sand and gravel. Lode deposits, on the other hand, are bound in masses of rocks such as quartz or siliceous rocks.


  His experiment began with a mill having five steel stamps, or pestles, which crushed ore into dust from which he then extracted gold. Even with such rudimentary methods, in his founding year of operation, his success allowed him to ship the first domestic gold sent outside South Carolina to the US Mint in Philadelphia. The year was 1829, and he was being acknowledged as the richest man in the state.


  Prospectors, poachers, neighbors, and far-flung relatives wanted a piece of his good fortune, and he couldn’t mine it all himself, so as he added to his property holdings, he began leasing land out in fifty-square-foot plots. Some lucky diggers found gold nuggets valued at three hundred to five hundred dollars in the currency of the day. Rapidly, other deposits were discovered in neighboring counties. Smaller operations dotted topographic maps being read studiously by investors and landowners hoping gold finds would alter their fates as they had Haile’s.


  He set the benchmark, but once surface mining reached twenty-five feet deep, Haile’s productivity hit a plateau, then it dwindled in profitability, even as success surfaced at surrounding mines throughout the area. So, in 1837 Haile brought in a French miner by the name of Gugnot who lived up to his reputation by getting the gold mine into the black, fiscally speaking.


  Haile had been well into life when he made his discovery. With his wealth he hired help to do the mining and turned his attentions to public office. He served both as a state legislator and as a trustee of South Carolina College. After he died in 1842, his heirs tramped on with the mine for another generation.


  Then, when the Civil War broke out, loss of labor force and shipping difficulties nearly closed down the gold mining production at the Kershaw County site. A mere suspicion the Hailes provided the Confederacy with minerals that might have helped the South prevail was reason enough for the property to go on Sherman’s demolition list. Some say copperas (crystallized ferrous sulfate) was secretly shipped out of the area; others say it may have been fool’s gold, or pyrite, used for munitions. The Union general ordered all buildings and equipment destroyed as he marched through the area en route to Greensboro, North Carolina, near the war’s end.


  But buildings and equipment were not all that was lost in that sweep. On their way to the mine, by wagon, were court records from the nearby Lancaster County courthouse. The probate judge there believed the documents would be safer at the mine. Before the load of wills and probate papers reached their intended destination, they were intercepted and destroyed by Union troops.


  Devastation to the operation was too great. The Hailes were unable to recover from it and, in 1866, the family lost ownership of the mine. Yankee entrepreneurs tried a variety of mining and management approaches to coax sulfite ore into giving up its gold, but after years of experimentation results were sketchy at best.


  The first to try was James Etheridge. The New Yorker also purchased the storied Hobkirk Inn in nearby Camden where the wealthy wintered and, in summer, a steady stream of distinguished guests fanned themselves as they rocked the days away on the broad porches. Under Etheridge’s management underground mining methods were attempted for the first time, to little avail. In 1880 a Yankee by the name of Gybbon Spilsbury took over. Within the year the well-funded New York investment company he represented authorized extensive metallurgical testing, implementation of the latest mining operational techniques, and the setup of a twenty-stamp mill. For a half dozen years, the mine averaged production of twenty-five tons of ore a day.


  [image: Gold production never fully recovered after the stamp mill at Haile’s gold mine exploded on August 10, 1908. South Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia]


  By 1888, the mine’s far-reaching reputation helped owners hire away from an out-of-state competitor a brilliant, German-trained mining engineer. Adolph Thies already had extracted potential from mines in Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, North and South Carolina, Europe, and South Africa. When he arrived again in South Carolina, he brought more than his well-documented expertise with him; he also brought his two sons, Ernest and Adolph, whom he called Dolph.


  Soon after setting up at the remote mining community, Adolph perfected a new extraction process. The Thies barrel chlorination process made possible extractions from low-grade sulfide ores. Without resorting to underground mining, his process worked well enough to justify increasing the twenty-stamp mill to a sixty-stamp mill capable of processing one hundred tons a day, although it didn’t reach that capacity right away.


  New data available from geological surveying, and new procedures, such as diamond drilling, reputedly enabled the mine to produce more gold than any other mine east of the Mississippi River. A narrow gauge railroad conveyed ore from mine to mill. Legend holds that quaint little railroad was built not long after the older son, Ernest, returned from the 1884 World Exposition in St. Louis raving about the fast trains he saw there. No match for the speeds of those trains, the small train lumbering around the property was aptly called the donkey train.


  By the time the senior Thies reached his goal of one hundred tons a day, the mine’s success was attracting widespread attention, and the well-established mining community had become a destination of the world’s foremost mining and metallurgical experts of the period. Visitors from far-flung points of origin found at the mining site a sufficient water supply from a well-stocked pond in addition to a well-stocked company store. There was an official post office, church, and the community had its own doctor. Closing wounds opened by knifings and shootings kept the resident doctor plenty busy. Rare was the man in the village who didn’t carry a sharp knife or razor for protection, and Iver Johnson .32s were as common as pocket handkerchiefs.


  In a way you could say the camp had its own law enforcement, too. According to prevailing legends, order was maintained by big John Cunningham. He did double duty, as manager of the company store and, on the rare occasion an employee made the mistake of showing up on the premises inebriated, as the village bouncer.


  There were no saloons, but residents of the mining community found shadows, nooks, and crannies in which to shoot their dice, deal their poker hands, and dally with “girls of the line.”


  When one unsuspecting miner slipped into disagreement with one of these rough-around-the-edges women, the argument escalated to a point so volatile he ended up shooting her in the mouth. The female ruffian jumped the goon, beat him, and threw him out into the yard along with his pearl-handled .32. She wasn’t seen around the
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exploded on August 10, 1908.
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