
A River Runs Through It: Overview
8th Grade   

This tour begins at Massie where participants will gain an 
orientation of the Savannah River and its importance to the city. 
The tour departs Massie and travels by bus to the riverfront for a 
walking tour along the Savannah River. This tour addresses the 
economic impact of how a major river influences the growth and 
development of a city, as well as the changes in shipping and 
trade seen throughout Georgia’s history. 
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Social Studies Standards 8th Grade 
SS8H2: Students will analyze the colonial period of Georgia’s history 
a. Explain the importance of the Charter of 1732, including the reasons for settlement (philanthropy, economics, and defense).
b. Explain how technological developments including the cotton gin, railroads, had impact on Georgia’s growth.
c. Give examples of the kinds of goods and services produced and traded in Colonial Georgia.

SS8H4 Explain significant factors that affected westward expansion in Georgia between 1789 and 1840.
c. Explain how technological developments, including the cotton gin and railroads, had an
impact on Georgia’s growth.

SS8E1 Explain how the four transportation systems (road, air, water, and rail) of Georgia
contribute to the development and growth of the state’s economy.
a. Evaluate the ways in which the Interstate Highway System, Hartsfield-Jackson
International Airport, deepwater ports, and railroads interact to support the exchange of
goods and services domestically and internationally.
b. Explain how the four transportation systems provide jobs for Georgians. SS8E2: Students will explain the benefits of free trade. 
a. Describe how Georgians have engaged in trade in different historical time periods. 
b. Explain how the four transportation systems from SS8G2 contribute to Georgia’s role in trade. 

SS8E2 Evaluate the influence of Georgia-based businesses on the State’s economic growth
and development.
a. Describe how profit is an incentive for entrepreneurs.
b. Explain how entrepreneurs take risks to develop new goods and services to start a business.
c. Evaluate the economic impact of various industries in Georgia including agricultural,
entertainment, manufacturing, service, and technology

SS8G1 Describe Georgia’s geography and climate.
a. Locate Georgia in relation to region, nation, continent, and hemispheres.
c. Locate key physical features of Georgia and explain their importance; include the Fall
Line, Okefenokee Swamp, Appalachian Mountains, Chattahoochee and Savannah Rivers,
and barrier islands.
d. Analyze the importance of water in Georgia’s historical development and economic
growth. 
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Rivers of Empire

Use the maps to the right to answer the questions below.

1. Look at the top map. Name the three major rivers depicted
in the Southeast.

2. What do the names at the top of the rivers represent?

3. Why do you think these rivers were so important in colonial
times?

4. Look at the map in the center. What colony, now a state,
makes up most of the Southeast? Who colonized this place
and in what year did it start? Look at the map at the bottom
left. What colony is shown to make up most of the
Southeast? Who settled this colony and in what year?

5. Look at the map at the bottom right. What colony makes up
most of the North American continent? What nation settled
this colony and in what year?

6. Why do you suppose the map makers depict the colonies to
be so large?
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River of Empire
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Overview of the Savannah River

Fun facts about the Savannah River  

▪ Geographic dividing line between GA. and S.C. 

▪ Begins at Lake Hartwell in north Georgia and South 

Carolina

▪ Derives its name probably from the Shawnee Native 

Americans.

▪ English mispronounced them as the Savanno. 

o There are other stories but this one makes the best 

sense for the name of the city of Savannah.

▪ 301 miles long.

▪ Southeastern Rivers were valued during the Colonial 

Period because they traveled far inland and allowed 

access to trading centers. 

▪ The diagram on the floor is an 1855 chart of the 

Savannah River conducted by the Corp of Engineers right 

before they began the first dredging operations. 

▪ At that time the city of Savannah had a population of 

around 20,000, and a very active harbor. 

▪ The city was settled 16 miles inland from the Atlantic 

Ocean. 



Maritime Gallery

Nathanael Greene was a Revolutionary war hero in the south.  He was second in command to 

General George Washington, and in 1780 he became Commander of all Southern Forces.  After the 

war, land was confiscated from Tories, those who supported the English, and Greene was granted a 

plantation up the Savannah River called Mulberry Grove.  Greene died in 1786 of a heat stroke. 

His estate, Mulberry Grove Plantation carried on under the guidance and leadership of his widow, 

Katy Greene.  In 1793, she hired Eli Whitney to come and tutor her children.  While there, Whitney 

discovered, perfected, and patented the cotton gin.  This machine replaced the work of nearly 50 

slaves who would have to spend an hour picking seeds from cotton to make a bale.  This new 

technology made producing cotton inexpensive and efficient.  

Cotton was preferred over wool so it was in high demand but very expensive to manufacture before 

the cotton gin came along.  Cotton production increased rapidly in the South and especially in 

Georgia.  Savannah’s port became the 3rd leader in exports of cotton during the Antebellum Period 

and would lead the country after the Civil War. With the growth of the cotton industry came more 

slavery in the South. 

Along with cotton, lumber and rice were produced in great quantities in the 19th century.  Up the 

river there were large stands of cypress and yellow pine, two trees that made fine lumber.  The 

lumber industry created many additional industries such as furniture manufacturing and cask 

making,   Toward the end of the 19th century, naval stores became a leading product.   Naval stores 

included pitch, a product made from cooked pine tree sap.  Hot pitch was applied to the seams of 

ships and would seal them when hardened.  Cotton remained a leading exported product until the 

1920s when the Boll Weevil epidemic did extensive damage to the cotton fields.     
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Maritime Gallery

After the Civil War, the U.S. Army Corp of Engineers began dredging the Savannah River to make 

it deeper to accommodate larger ships.  Since this time, the river has been deepened many times 

and is now under project to be deepened from 43 feet to 47 feet.  Much of this push for 

deepening the river came with the development of the Georgia Ports Authority in 1945.  The Port 

of Savannah is the fourth busiest container terminal in the United States.  It consists of two 

terminals servicing 38 weekly container ships.  The larger of these, called the Garden City 

Terminal, utilizes 25 electric powered ship-to-shore cranes and two on-site railroad lines.  It also 

houses over 9,700 feet of continuous berth (or dock) space, allowing over two miles of 

uninterrupted loading and unloading areas for the refrigerated and regular cargo containers 

called TEU’s (Twenty-foot Equivalent Units).  The smaller Ocean Terminal, closer to downtown 

Savannah, is where RoRo (“roll on/ roll off”) items, such as cars, and other bulk items, including 

pipe and lumber, are handled.
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The Debatable Land
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Before colonial Georgia came to be settled in 1733, the area was considered to be a part of South Carolina.  The 
Spanish originally settled the territory in the 1500s and built a series of missions along the coast and into some of 
the interior.  Soldiers and priests were often stationed at these missions with the task of defense and teaching 
the Christian religion. They also incorporated the local Native Americans into an agricultural plan that produced 
surplus corn crops.  These excess grains were used to feed the Spanish colonists throughout the Southeast and in 
Mexico where additional colonists mined precious metals. 

South Carolina was settled by the British in 1670.  They immediately forged alliances with anti-Spanish tribes such 
as the Westo, arming them with weapons, and sending militia along with them on raids of the missions.  By the 
early 18th century, all the Spanish missions along the Coastal Southeast were destroyed except for those south of 
the St. John’s River in Florida.  This produced an unsettled territory in the Southeast known as the Debatable Land 
because Spain protested England’s claim to this territory. From then until the 1720s, South Carolina leaders 
attempted to expand the colony southward into the Debatable Land, the territory in between the Savannah and 
the Altamaha Rivers. 

James Oglethorpe was born in Surrey England in 1696.  He served in the military with distinction during his 20s, 
and was elected to Parliament in 1722.  He was a humanitarian and supported causes such as improving 
conditions for naval soldiers and debtor prisons.  In 1730, he helped form the Trustees for the Establishment of 
the Georgia Colony in America.  Oglethorpe envisioned this as being a penal colony where debtors could be 
transplanted, settled, and start life anew.  In America, these debtors would own land they could plant crops and 
make a living.  

In 1732, the Charter for Georgia was issued after the colony’s development had been approved by Parliament.  
The charter imposed certain restrictions including a prohibition on slavery, limitations on the amount of land an 
individual could own(50 acres) and the exclusion of Catholics.  Oglethorpe would later place a ban on rum the first 
year of settlement because he was convinced it was causing illness among the colonists.  
It turned out that coming to Georgia was so popular in England, there were no debtors among the colonists so 
Oglethorpe’s philanthropic vision for the colony never materialized.  There were initially 114 settlers among 34 



The Debatable Land  

Though the colony suffered hardship due to illness early on, it
eventually thrived due to Oglethorpe’s leadership and good
relations shared with the local Native American tribe, the
Yamacraw. Their leader, Tomochichi, greeted Oglethorpe the
first day he arrived to Savannah. They did not speak the same
language, Oglethorpe spoke English and Tomochichi spoke
Muskogee. However, Mary Musgrove was among the Yamacraw
and she operated a nearby trading post. Her father worked as a
trader out of South Carolina and was English. Her mother was a
Muskogean. Mary grew up in the Creek Indian capital of
Coweta learning the Muskogean language. When she was 13
she moved to Beaufort and began learning English. She served
as the interpreter between Oglethorpe and Tomochichi and
through great diplomacy and communication the two men
formed a very tight bond. Their friendship was so strong that
Tomochichi agreed to move his tribe a short distance west of
Savannah where he and his people were once settled.
Oglethorpe began building Johnson Square, named in honor of
South Carolina governor, Robert Johnson, who had loaned
resources to Oglethorpe to help him start the colony.
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Cluskey Embankment Stores

Cluskey Embankment Stores

These alcoves were built in the 1830s and designed by 

architect Charles Cluskey.  They were stores holding items that 

were sold mainly to sailors.  They were also used to house 

Union soldiers when they occupied Savannah during and after 

the Civil War.  

The streets were laid by Irish immigrants in the 1830s and are 

made with ballast stone.  Ballast stones were brought into 

Savannah in ships sailing from across the ocean.  The ballast 

stone helped stabilize the ship’s center of gravity, thus making 

it harder for the ships to tip over in the event of strong winds.  

Once the ship arrived into port, the stones were dumped out 

at designated spots, thus creating many of the ballast islands 

we see along the river.  The ballast was recycled to build River 

Street, the ramps to the street, and the retaining wall.  The 

retaining wall covers up the original 40 foot bluff that was here 

when Oglethorpe arrived in the 1730s.  
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African-American Monument

This monument symbolizes the role of African Americans as enslaved people in our country and how 
they achieved freedom and equal rights through Civil Rights activism.   Slavery was originally outlawed in 
Georgia by General James Oglethorpe .  He believe it would turn Georgia into a commercial colony rather 
than primarily a military one.  He also believed it would remove motivation from the colonists to work. A 
group of men moved into the colony in the 1730s and wanted to start rice plantations, something that 
would require cheap labor in the form of slavery.  Oglethorpe fought them, but left in 1743 never to 
return.  

In 1753, slavery was introduced by Joseph Bryan who began growing rice in fields just west of the town.  
By the time of the American Revolution, there were over 8,000 enslaved African Americans in Georgia, 
most of them involved in agricultural production. After the Revolution, about one-third of all Georgia’s 
slaves left with the British.  Many thought slavery would fall into demise.  However, with the invention of 
the cotton gin in the 1790s, and the proliferation of the cotton industry and its need for cheap labor, 
slavery took off in the state.  By the 1820s, there were over 30,000 slaves in the state.  Savannah had over 
2000 with 700 free blacks.  Savannah was a major part of the slave industry, as many came through this 
port and were housed in slave pens.  They were packed aboard slave ships in very tight quarters and 
often spread infectious diseases.  They had to pass inspection at Lazaretto Creek just behind Tybee Island. 
If they didn’t pass, they would be held at the quarantine station there until they died or were cured.  

Many slaves ended up in cotton or rice fields participating in gang labor.  This involved working in groups 
from sun-up to sun-down often 6 days a week.  Later,  other industries would develop that involved task 
labor.  This meant that a slave would be assigned a task and when he finished he was off for the day.  This 
took place at Hermitage Plantation, 5 miles up the Savannah River where Savannah Grey bricks were 
made.  A slave there may have been assigned the task to make 50 bricks a day.  When done, he could go 
and perhaps work another job to make money and buy his freedom.  This is how Savannah got many of 
its free black population, through task labor and the allowance of slaves to work other jobs.  Sometimes 
freed blacks would buy their own slaves to use as labor or to grant them their freedom. 11



African-American Monument Symbolism

This monument shows an African-American family from the 1960s during the Civil Rights era. 
There are various points of symbolism on the monument. 

Maya Angelou quote – “"We were stolen, sold and bought together from the African 
continent. We got on the slave ships together. We lay back to belly in the holds of 
the slave ships in each others' excrement and urine together, sometimes died 
together, and our lifeless bodies thrown overboard together."
Waves – This symbolizes the ocean which they were forced to travel to come here.  
Most enslaved people came from the west coast of Africa where tribes fought 
wars with one another.  After battles, captured tribes were often sold into slavery.  
Slave traders frequently traveled to western Africa to buy captured slaves.  
Many of them were brought to America through the port of Savannah. 

Shackled Hands – Slaves were first brought through Lazaretto Creek.  They were then brought 
into port, unloaded, and put into slave pens.  These pens were very similar 
to the alcoves we recently visited.  Slave traders often held auctions at City 
Market where slaves were sold. In 1859 slave owner, Pierce    Butler, deep in 
financial debt sold 436 of his slaves in an episode that came to be known as “the 

Weeping Time.”  It was the largest single slave sale in American history. 

Shackles open- This symbolizes that African Americans came here as slaves, but eventually 
achieved freedom.  

The family represents the culmination of all the struggles faced by African 
Americans in this country, from colonial times to the present.   
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Maritime Monument
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SS Savannah USS Savannah NS Savannah 

This ship, designed and 

built in 1818, was 

eventually outfitted with 

both sail and steam power.  

In 1833, her captain, 

Moses Rogers, piloted her 

across the Atlantic to 

Liverpool, London, and 

back.  The SS Savannah 

was the first steamship to 

make the transatlantic 

journey.   

Constructed in 1937, the 

USS Savannah served in 

WWII as a light cruiser, in 

addition to other duties, 

served in the successful 

allied invasion of Italy.  

Despite taking on damage 

due to German artillery, the 

ship survived and was 

decommissioned after the 

war.  It was later scraped 

for it’s metal.    

First launched in 1959, 

Nuclear Ship Savannah 

was designed to 

demonstrate the peaceful 

use of nuclear power.  She 

was a merchant ship that 

hauled cargo to various 

points throughout the 

world.  She was 

deactivated in 1971, and is 

moored in Baltimore, MD.  

https://www.criticalpast.com/video/65675030839_USS-Cruiser-Savannah_World-War-II_smoke-from-gun-turret_motor-torpedo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CEG3osNkpIw


Talmadge Bridge and GA Port Authority 
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Savannah is the westernmost port on the East Coast.  It is also the closest 
port to Atlanta, a vital transportation center.  Being so far west, it is also 
easier to access from various other water routes.  This makes Savannah and 
its shipping industry a crucial part of our state and national economy.  Goods 
shipped all over the country often enter the port of Savannah. 

Products shipped all over the world are transported to Savannah and 
shipped out.  There are four transportation systems in our country: shipping, 
railroads, highways, and airplanes. 
Savannah is a major step in this process as goods are shipped in and out of 
the port.  These goods are hauled in large containers known as TEUs along 
Georgia’s highway and railroad systems.  Additionally, certain goods are 
flown to various destinations.  

By bringing in products from all over the world, our local port facilitates 
business to move to our state.  Manufacturers have greater access to raw 
materials from around the globe, enabling them to provide higher quality 
goods and services.  

As business and industry grow due to greater availability of markets across 
the country and globally, so do job opportunities.      



River Street 

The Savannah River geographically divides Georgia and South Carolina.  
The river forms in the Blue Ridge Mountains and is fed by a large 
manmade reservoir known as Lake Hartwell.  This is nearly 300 miles 
inland.  Around Savannah the river is tidal and forms an estuary where 
saltwater and freshwater converge.  Estuaries support an abundance and 
variety of sea life. 

Before the development of modern transportation, rivers were a primary 
means of transportation for commerce.  Various products such as rice, 
cotton, naval stores, and lumber were shipped from upstate, downriver to 
Savannah where they were exported all over the world. The advent of 
railroads created additional means for the transportation of goods. The 
Central of Georgia Railroad, built in the 1840s, helped transport products 
as goods were still shipped by boat.  

After the Civil War, dredging projects were performed to deepen the river 
to accommodate larger ships.  As the GPA developed and grew, there was  
a greater desire to improve and increase commerce and transportation in 
the Savannah River Basin area.  16



River Street 

The warehouses that line River Street were built in the early 
1800s as commercial activity on the river increased.  They 
are made out of Savannah Grey brick. During the 
Antebellum period, these warehouses became primarily 
used for cotton storage. At an industrial plantation called 
Hermitage slaves made this type of brick pulling clay from 
the riverbank.  They became known as Savannah Grey 
because of their unusual tint.  After the city of Savannah 
suffered a devastating fire in 1820 the town’s leaders 
encouraged re-building with brick.  Increased demand for 
the Savannah Grey brick helped give the town the distinctive 
look it retains today.

At first, the cotton was shipped downriver to the town and 
was unloaded onto the wharves.  The plazas jutting out over 
the river today were wharves in the 19th century.  Wharves 
were first built here in the 18th century when the rice 
industry started to flourish and ships started coming into the 
harbor to be loaded.  Wharves are large docks that make it 
easier to load and unload products onto ships.  River Street 
connected the warehouses and other buildings to the 
wharves.  Eventually, the Central of Georgia Railroad 
Company built a rail tram down River Street so that cotton 
could be transported by rail to the warehouses. As you look 
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The Cotton Exchange

Profit is the difference between amount earned and 
amount spent.  The Cotton Exchange, formed in 
Savannah in 1878, brought great profits to the city.  
This building, built in 1886, served as the exchange 
headquarters.  The cotton factors would work 
together to set the price of cotton throughout the 
world.  They did this primarily  by regulating the 
supply of cotton, lowering it when they needed price 
increases.  Regulating supply of any product is 
usually an effective way of affecting the price of that 
item.   

The railway tram that follows along River Street was 
put in place by the Central of Georgia Railroad 
Company.  Originally, cotton was shipped into port 
through the river using various types of boats. By the 
mid-19th century it was being shipped via the 
Central of Georgia Railroad.  This railroad along River 
Street allowed for the transport of cotton in front of 
the warehouses so that it could be loaded onto the 
first three floors.  The top two floors are where the 
cotton factors conducted business.      18



Factors Walk
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Factors Walk is named for cotton factors who amassed 
fortunes exporting cotton abroad.  The farmers grew 
the cotton throughout the state.  Shipping and railroad 
industries transported it to the port of Savannah.  The 
cotton factors then charged commissions to arrange 
shipping and selling of the cotton abroad. The word 
factor in Latin means “one who acts.”  In this case the 
factor acts as an agent for the farmers and charges 
them for their services.  These men had to be 
entrepreneurs.  Entrepreneurs are individuals who are 
willing to take risks to make profits.  Generally, the 
potential for greater profit means greater risk.  

A good example of an entrepreneurial cotton factor in 
the 19th century was Charles Greene.  He was a 
Scotsman who came to Savannah in the 1830s with 
only a few dollars in his pocket.  He came here to serve 
as a clerk in the cotton factor business of Andrew Low.  
Andrew Low, another Scotsman, started in the 
business in the 1820s and was a millionaire by the time 
Charles Greene arrived to Savannah.  Greene learned 
the business and by the 1840s had his own firm.  By 
the Civil War, he was the wealthiest man in Savannah.  
In 1853, he had a mansion built on Madison Square.  
Designed by renowned architect John Norris, his house 
was built in the Gothic architectural style and cost 
$93,000 to build, a huge sum of money for the time 
period.   

The retaining wall on River Street helps support 
Factors Walk.  This retaining wall covers the original 


