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Colonial Dorchester State Historic Site 

 
Colonial Dorchester State Historic Site is the location of a town that no longer 
exists.  For nearly 100 years this small town flourished on the banks of the 
Ashley River.  Today the ruins of the town of Dorchester are protected because 
they are within the boundaries of a state park.   
 
Dorchester was settled in 1695 by Puritan Congregationalists from Boston, 
Massachusetts.  They wanted to come to South Carolina because land was 
becoming scarce in Massachusetts, and because they wanted to introduce their 
religion to the settlers in the Carolina Colony.  Dorchester got its name from the 
town in Massachusetts that had been the home of many of the settlers.  In 1706, 
the Church of England became the official religion of South Carolina, and a small 
Anglican church was built in the village.  In 1733 a larger brick church was built, 
part of which still stands today. 
 
Over the next one hundred years Dorchester grew, though it never became a big 
town.  Dorchester developed a good trade in many different items.  It was in a 
favorable spot to profit from the deerskin trade with Native Americans who lived 
nearby.  As trade began to grow, so did a number of different kinds of crops.  
Many planters along the Ashley River began to develop rice and indigo as crops 
for their plantations.  By the 1740’s, Dorchester was partially settled and had 
developed a market where merchants, farmers, and traders could sell their 
goods. 
 
The fort at Dorchester was built as the threat from the French became real to the 
people in the colonies.  It was built between 1757 and 1760.  The fort was made 
of tabby, a concrete-like mixture of oyster shells, lime, and sand.  (When you visit 
the site, look closely at the remains of the walls of the fort to see the oyster 
shells.)  By 1775 the French were no longer a threat – now it was the English 
who threatened to attack.  The fort at Dorchester became a military depot for the 
Revolutionary War.  Military action took place all around the village, and 
Dorchester never recovered from the devastation of the war.  By the mid 1800’s 
most of Dorchester was in ruins.  People had taken bricks from the houses to 
build new homes elsewhere.  The powerful earthquake of 1886 added to the 
destruction of the town. 
 
Today archaeologists are working to uncover the story of Colonial Dorchester.  
There is much that remains that can help archaeologists piece together the past.  
The tabby fort still stands; at low tide the remains of the wharf become visible; 
and the bell tower of the church along with some of the grave stones are still in 
the church yard.  Archaeologists continue to excavate various sites around 
Dorchester.  Visitors who walk the streets of what was once the village can see 
what remains of its past; they can see the many artifacts which create a “sense 
of place”. 
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Images of the Town 
 

As archaeologists uncover objects and building foundations at Dorchester, they 
analyze what they find to learn about what life was like there so long ago.  Early 
descriptions of Dorchester written by those who passed through it help create a 
picture of the village: 
 
“Tis a small town, containing about 350 Souls” John Oldmixon, 1708. 
 
“…Dorchester is a village on the Ashley River about 20 miles from Charleston—
every house has the appearance (tho deserted) of the inhabitants having lived in 
affluence and luxury…”John Peebles, 42nd British Regiment, 1780. 
 
“I passed Dorchester where there are the remains of what appears to have been 
once a considerable town.  There are ruins of an elegant church and the vestiges 
of several well built houses.” Francis Asbury, 1788. 
 
“The church was of brick, 50 feet long by 30 feet wide, besides the Chancel…St. 
George’s Church is now in a state of dilapidation.” Fredrick Dalcho, 1820. 
 
“An old fort… and a Gothic tower eighty feet in height, gracefully draped in 
vines… stand like sentinels over the site of a town, the once flourishing town of 
Dorchester, where now not one hearth-stone remains, not one brick upon 
another.” Constance Woolson, 1875. 
 
Now that you have read this description about Colonial Dorchester, would you 
like to have lived there? Support your answer. 
 
________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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I N V E N T O R Y:  What’s in a list? 
 
What kinds of things may have been left behind in the houses at Dorchester?  
Inventories can tell us what we might expect to find.  An inventory (or list) of a person’s 
possessions was often made at the time of their death.  Inventories can tell historians a 
lot about what sorts of things people had or didn’t have.  They also mention things that 
don’t exist today; things we don’t use now because other things have taken their place, 
or made them unnecessary. 
 
The items listed below are from the inventory of Edward Vanvelson, a tanner who lived 
in Dorchester until 1748.  We didn’t have room to list all of the items in his inventory—
the original list runs on for three pages!  But this will give you an idea of what this man 
owned nearly 250 years ago.  Not all of his possessions were in his house either, as 
you’ll see by reading the list. 
 

1 Small dressing table 
1 Couch 
1 Glass 

1 Bed Stead 
4 pr. Of white sheets 

1 Carbine 
1 Fowling piece 
1 pr. Cross belts 

Brawd Sword & flask & Cartridge Box 
6 Leather bottom Chairs 

1 Large Old Table 
1 Mahogany Dressing Table 
11 China cups and saucers 

3 Earthen Bowls 
6 Wine Glasses 

1 Blew Coat & Breeches 
1 Scarlet Waistcoat 

5 New Shirts 
3 Check’d shirts 

1 Brown bob Wigg 
2 Doz. Pewter plates& 5 Dishes 

3 pr. of Iron Doggs 
2 Tea Kettles1 

1 Coffee Pot & Sauce pan 
3 Candle Sticks 
1pr, Old Boots 

70 lb. Shoe tread 
a parcel of Shoemakers & Lasts 

11 Old hoes, 6 axes, 1 Grubbing Hoe, & 1 
Spade 

1 Grind Stone 
3Cows & Calves 

1 Large Bay Horse 
         a parcel of Leather in the Tan Yard  

6 Tanners Knives 
2 Sows and 10 pigs 

 

 
People sometimes spelled words differently 
200 years ago.  The “Blew Coat” in the 
inventory would be spelled “Blue” today.  
And some of the things they owned back 
then have different names today or don’t 
exist at all anymore.  Here are some 
definitions to help you make sense of the 
inventory: 

 
Glass - a mirror 

Carbine - a short-barreled gun 

Fowling Piece - a shotgun for hunting birds 

Brawd Sword 
(broad sword) 

- a sword with a thick, heavy 
blade 

Breeches - knee-length pants 

Waistcoat - a long vest that falls down 
to the hips 

Iron Doggs - iron frames for holding logs 
in a fireplace 

Shoemakers 
and Lasts 

- tools and equipment for 
making shoes (lasts are the 
forms around which the 
shoes are made 

Grind Stone - a stone used for sharpening 
tools with steel edges 
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1) An archaeologist might have many questions that need to be answered 
about a site.  List some questions an archaeologist might have. 

 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
2) The owner of the land where the site is located may have many questions.  

List some questions a landowner may have concerning an archaeology 
dig on his/her land. 

 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
3) A person who finds artifacts may also have questions concerning the dig.  

List some questions artifact finders may have. 
 

______________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
      
______________________________________________________________ 
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ARCHAEOLOGY:  Matching Vocabulary 
Directions:  Match the archaeological vocabulary by placing the letter that is by 
the word in the blank next to the definition it matches. 
 

A. Anthropology 
 

B. Archaeological Site 
 

C. Prehistoric Site 
 

D. Excavation 
 

E. Chronology 
 

F. Archaeology 
 

G. Historical Anthropology 
 

H. Stratigraphy 
 

I. Artifact 
 

J. Potsherds 
 

K. Pottery 
 

L. Absolute Dating 
 

M. Tools 
 

N. Linguistics 
 

O. Museum 
 

P. Posthole 
 

Q. Culture 
 

R. Preserve 
 

S. Technology 
 
 

 

_____  Plates, pots, or bowls shaped from 
moist clay and hardened by heat. 
 

_____  Written record of past human 
behavior. 

 
_____  The archaeological site is the only 

source of information.  No writing. 
 
_____  To keep from harm, to protect. 
 
_____  The study of human groups. 
 
_____  The place where artifacts are found. 
 
_____  Broken pieces of pottery. 
 
_____  The way of life of any group of 

people. 
 
_____  Relationship in time. 
 
_____  The study of language. 
 
_____  A stain in the earth showing the 

location of a hole for holding a post. 
 
_____  The study of the layering of the soil. 
 
_____  The study of the remains of past 

human activity. 
 

_____  Dating technique that gives age of an 
            artifact in years. 
 
_____  Materials discarded or left behind by 

past societies. 
 
_____  A place where objects of interest are 
            displayed and preserved so we can 

learn from them. 
 
_____  Inventions developed to provide an
 easier life for humans. 
 
_____  An implement used to accomplish work. 
 
_____  To dig an archaeological site. 
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ARCHAEOLOGY:  Vocabulary 
 
ANTHROPOLOGY – The study of human groups. 
 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE – The place where artifacts are found. 
 
PREHISTORIC SITE – The archaeological site is the only source of information. 
           No writing. 

 
EXCAVATE – To dig an archaeological site. 
 
CHRONOLOGY – Relationship in time. 
 
ARCHAEOLOGY – The study of the remains of past human activity. 
 
HISTORICAL ANTHROPOLOGY – Written records of past human activity. 
 
STRATIGRAPHY – The study of the layering of the soil. 
 
ARTIFACT – materials discarded or left behind by past societies. 
 
POTSHERDS – Broken pieces of pottery. 
 
POTTERY – Plates, pots or bowls shaped from moist clay and hardened by heat. 
 
ABSOLUTE DATING – Dating technique that provides the age of an artifact. 
 
TOOLS – An implement used to accomplish work. 
 
LINGUISTICS – The study of language. 
 
MUSEUM – A place where objects of interest are displayed and preserved so we  
           can learn from them. 
 
POSTHOLE – A stain in the earth showing the location of a hole for holding a 
           post. 
 
CULTURE – The way of life of any group of people. 
 
PRESERVE - To keep from harm, to protect. 
 
TECHNOLOGY – Inventions developed to provide an easier life for humans. 
 
 
 
 
 


