
The Honorable  
Hastings Gantt:
50 Acres & A School
Hastings Gantt, shown here near Penn School in 
1907, was born near Edisto Island, South Carolina in 
approximately 1830 to Hannah and Joe Gantt. In 1862, 
during The Civil War, Union troops retook possession 
of the area around Port Royal Sound and surrounding 
Sea Islands. As a result, thousands of enslaved people, 
including Gantt, became free.

By 1864, Gantt had met Penn School founders 
Laura Towne and Ellen Murray. By 1866, Gantt was 
a landowner and civic leader on Saint Helena Island, 
including being an Advisory Committee Member to the 
Beaufort branch of the Freedmen’s Savings Bank. In 
1870, he was elected as a Representative of Beaufort 
County to the South Carolina General Assembly, and 
he served multiple terms until 1883.

Gantt’s life was interwoven with the story and success 
of the Penn School. By 1902, and until his death 
around 1910, Gantt sold and possibly donated land so 
that the Penn School, now known as the Penn Center, 
could expand its campus and secure its future.
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c. 1866

Penn School was founded by Laura Towne and Ellen Murray in 1862. In 1866, a new school building was 
erected across the road from Brick Church (visible at right) where classes were held prior. Photo: Library of Congress.
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➔
On a petition to Major General O. O. Howard, Hastings Gantt is a signatory protesting President Andrew  
Johnson’s Circular #13 which would have allowed the return of land ownership to the Confederate rebels.

1865
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Quit Claim Deed (QCD) transferring 68 acres of land from Edward S. Philbrick to Hastings Grant [sic],  
actually believed to be Hastings Gantt, on Saint Helena Island where Penn School is situated.

1866
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1868

According to Laura Towne’s diary, Gantt became a trustee of the Frogmore School. Situated on land near  
Laura Towne’s home, the Frogmore School was about 3 miles from the Penn School. Photos of the school 
and students, c. 1911. Courtesy Penn Center Archives.
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1868

Beaufort County voter roll in 1868 with Gantt listed as a registered voter in the St. Helena Parish Precinct. 
1868 is the first year that Blacks and formerly enslaved people can vote in the former Confederate states.
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1870

Historian Dr. Thomas Holt, in 1979, citing the US MSS Agricultural Census demonstrating Gantt’s success 
as farmer and businessman by 1870.
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➔

1871

1871 Freedmen’s Bank Record: The record sheds light on Gantt’s birthplace, the names of his parents, his 
siblings, and his children, as of 1871. It likely shows the only known example of his handwriting and signature.
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1870
636 

A. D. 1874. 
"-v-' 
No. 444. 

STATUTES AT LARGE 

AN ACT TO INCORPORATE THE PLANTERS' REPUBLICAN SOCIETY 
OF ST. HELENA ISLAND, BEAUFORT CouNTY. 

SECTION 1. Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Represent
atives of the State of South Carolina, now met and sitting in Gene-

Corporatore. ral Assembly, and by the authority of the same, That Hastings
Gantt, Joseph Bird, Toby Bias, Plato Fields, Moses Bro�·n, Harry 
Jenkins, Toby Brown, Benjamin Day, and their associates and suc
cessors, be, and they are hereby, constituted a body corporate and 

Cor pornte P"litic, under the name of" The Planters' Republican Society, ofnnme. 
St. Helena Island, Beaufort County," with the right to hold and 

P d own property not exceeding in value the sum of ten thousand dol-� owers an , pri\•ileges. Iara, with the right to sue and be sued, to plead a'nd be. impleaded, 
in any Court of competent jurisdiction; to have and use a common 
seal, and the same to alter at will and pleasure, with the right also 
to make such by-laws for the government of the said corporation 
not inconsistent with the laws of the land. 

SEC. 2. This Act shall be deemed a public Act, and shall remain Mnde a pub- • • lie Act. m force until repealed. 

Approved February 12, 1874. 

No. 445. AN ACT To INCORPORATE THE BEAUFORT CouNTY AoRICUL
TURAL AND MECHANICAL AssocIATIO:S. 

SECTION 1. Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Represen. 
tatives of the State of South Carolina, now met and sitting in Gen-

Corpomtors. eral Assembly, and by the authority of the same, That Robert 
Smalls, P. L. Wiggins, Sarr.uel Green, W. Kresse!, F. W. Sheper, 
S. W. Wallace, J. B. Bascomb, J. H. Ruddell, C. J. G>lcock, R. L. 
Bostick, E. J. Ravenah, J. W. Collins, William Fields, R. F. 
Greaves, Dr. Paul Pritchard, John M. Harvey, Hastings Gantt rod 
J. A. J. Gill, and their associates and successors, be, and they are 
hereby declared to be, a body corporate and politic in law, by the 

n:;:.porate name of the" Beaufort County Agricultural and Mechanical Asso
ciation," and by said name shall have perpetual succession of offi• 
cers and members, and a common seal, with power to change the 
same as often as the said corporation shall deem expedient ; and the 

.P'!
1
wm and said corporation shall be liable and capable in law to purchase, pr1v1 cgcs. . 

have, hold, receive, enjoy, possess and retain to itself and its succes• 
sors, in perpetuity, any and every estate, real or personal, whether 

�ny bold rcnl • to th b "ft h d ; u tat c to accrumg e same y gt , pure ase, ev1se or conveyance, not 
n Ill o u n t of d' • l fi� h d d )] d h $50,000. excee tDg 10 va ue 1ty t ousan o ars, an t e same, or any part 

Digitized by Google 

1874

As Representative, Gantt was involved in setting up societies and associations for St. Helena, including 
The Planter’s Republican Society and The Beaufort County Agricultural and Mechanical Association.
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In 1902, Gantt sold 68.1 acres to Penn for $755.60. His wife Celia was present as a witness.  
Gantt retained 10 acres on which to live and farm. In 1905, Gantt arranged for his remaining 10 acres to 
transfer to the Penn School upon his death.

1902
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Present1966
Gantt Cottage built c. 1940 was 
named in honor of Hastings Gantt. 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. stayed 
in Gantt Cottage in 1966. Drafts of 
King’s speech delivered at the March 
on Washington for Jobs and Freedom 
were later found in the cottage.  
Photo: Pure+Applied

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. at Penn 
Center in 1966 for the annual 
Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference staff workshop.  
From left: Jesse Jackson, Jr., Joan 
Baez, Ira Sandperl, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., and Dora McDonald. 
Photo by Bob Fitch, Stanford University Libraries.


