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G e o r G i a  S e a  i S l a n d S

Tybee Island dock

Georgia’s 100-mile-long Atlantic coast is 
comprised of a series of barrier islands.  They 
are known as the Sea Islands or the Golden 
Isles. From north to south they are Tybee, Lit-
tle Tybee, Ossabaw, Wassaw, St. Catherines, 
Sapelo, Wolf, Blackbeard, Sea Island, St. 
Simons, Little St. Simons, Jekyll, Little Cum-
berland, and Cumberland. There are also 
“inshore” barrier islands that lack a sandy 
beach, like Skidaway Island near Savannah. In 
this “mini” guide, we will cover a couple of 
these islands to wet your whistle.

Georgia’s barrier islands are separated from 
the mainland by several miles of salt marshes 
and estuaries. Jekyll, Sea Island, St. Simons, 
and Tybee islands have been developed and 
are connected to the mainland by bridg-
es and causeways. The other barrier islands 
are accessible only by boat. Of these, Black-
beard, Wassaw, and Wolf islands are National 
Wildlife Refuges. Little Tybee, Ossabaw, and 
Sapelo are owned by the state of Georgia. 
Cumberland Island, Little Cumberland, Little 
St. Simons, and St. Catherines are private-
ly owned. However, the National Park Ser-
vice manages Cumberland Island National 
Seashore. 

GEORGIA SEA ISLANDS
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The barrier islands have four ecosystems: 
salt marshes, maritime forests, freshwater 
sloughs, and sandy beaches. On the islands’ 
western sides are the vast tidal salt marshes, 
composed mostly of the salt-tolerant plant. 
The coastal marshes and estuaries are nurs-
eries for fish, crab, shrimp, and other marine 
species. Georgia’s maritime forests are domi-
nated by live oaks draped with Spanish moss, 
magnolias, pines and cabbage palms. Fresh-
water wetlands provide habitat for alligators, 
water birds, otters, and other island wildlife.

The islands and the adjacent coastal main-
land have a long history of human habitation. 
Native Americans hunted and fished there. 
During the 1500s-1600s the Spanish built 
missions. In the late eighteenth through the 
nineteenth centuries produced indigo, rice, 
Sea Island cotton, and sugar cane.

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, wealthy 
northerners purchased several of Georgia’s 
barrier islands and turned them into pri-
vate resorts and retreats. The private own-
ers, for the most part, kept their islands 
undeveloped.

Coastal fisheries and forest resources support 
a number of industries engaged in process-
ing, manufacturing, and marketing seafood 
and wood products. In general, tourism and 
recreation, shipping at the ports of Savannah 

GEORGIA SEA ISLANDS

and Augusta, papermaking, commercial fish-
ing, and forestry have been the most impor-
tant economic activities of Georgia’s modern 
coast. Over the decades the pulp and paper 
industry expanded at the expense of the fish-
ing industry, which has suffered greatly from 
pollution caused by the paper mills.

Growth projections for Georgia’s coast indi-
cate a 20 percent population increase per 
decade over the next few decades. Thanks 
to the protected status of most of Georgia’s 
barrier islands, the majority of them should 
be spared many problems typically associ-
ated with rapid and extensive unplanned 
development.

Nevertheless, as sea levels rise due to global 
warming, the erosion of barrier island beach-
es is expected to increase. Already, expensive 
sand replenishment projects are needed to 
maintain recreational beaches on Sea Island 
and Tybee Island. 

Approximately 55 percent of the nineteen 
miles of beach shoreline on Jekyll, Sea, St. 
Simons, and Tybee islands have been rein-
forced with either concrete sea walls or 
revetments of granite boulders in an effort 
to control natural erosion. The structures 
destroy the aesthetic quality of beaches and 
leave little or no beach area available at high 
tide for recreation.Isle of Hope
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Estuaries

Estuaries are where freshwater from Geor-
gia’s rivers mixes with saltwater from the 
Atlantic Ocean. They are the primary eco-
system in coastal Georgia. Five Georgia riv-
ers carry inland freshwater via estuaries to 
the Atlantic. They are the Savannah, Altama-
ha, Ogeechee, Satilla and St. Marys. Almost 
three-quarters of Georgia’s fish, crustaceans, 
and shellfish spend at least part of their lives 
in estuaries.

Tidal salt marshes develop in estuaries where 
the rate of sedimentation equals or exceeds 
the rate of rising sea level. Tidal creeks link 
the marshes to estuaries. The estuaries and 
the marshes are some of the most biologically 
productive ecosystems on our planet.

Sediment and nutrients are delivered to the 
estuaries by the freshwater rivers and by 
tides and currents from the sea. The mix-
ing of nutrients, sediments, and water from 
land and sea creates a murky brown, bio-
logically rich mixture. The enriched estuarine 
water flows into the marshes with the tide 
and nourishes Spartina grass, and an array 
of other organisms. The marsh, in turn, pro-
duces huge amounts of food that flow back 
into the estuaries with the tide. These areas 
are said to contain brackish water, which is 
saltier than fresh water, but is less salty than 

seawater. Some animals are adapted to living 
in areas of high salinity; others can tolerate 
only low salt levels in the water.  

Major estuaries extend inland as far as thirty 
miles. Many of Georgia’s estuaries are pro-
tected from the full force of ocean waves, 
winds, and storms by the barrier islands. Each 
estuaries is unique in its biology and physical 
characteristics. Only a few Georgia estuaries 
have been well studied. 

Many organisms spend most of their early 
lives in the gentle, brackish waters of estu-
aries and salt marshes where the young can 
develop a salt tolerance.

Crabs, fish and shrimp born in in ocean 
spawning grounds as tiny larvae are swept 
by tides into the creeks and marshes where 
they grow to young adults. Then, in late sum-
mer they reenter the estuaries where the tide 
takes them back to the ocean to complete 
their life cycle.

Altamaha River Basin deserves special atten-
tion. The rivers slow-moving waters flow 
through some of the South’s last remaining 
hardwood bottomlands, cypress swamps, 
historic rice fields and tidal marshes. The 20 
million year old River has no dams along its 
course from Wheeler County to its coastal 
terminus near Darien. The Altamaha drains 

Altamaha River viewed from the bridge between 
Glynn County and McIntosh County, Georgia.  
Photo by Jud McCranie.
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About the time the Egyptians were building pyramids in Giza, Native Americans 
along coastal Georgia were also erecting structures of monumental propor-
tions. They used the material most readily available was oyster and clam shells. 

These structures were shell rings, or middens. They are circular and semicircular 
deposits of shell, bone, soil, and artifacts. The largest are more than nine feet 
high and more than a hundred yards in diameter. Sometimes there are multiple 
shell rings in the same area. Native Americans created them 3000 to 4500 years 
ago. Oyster shells makes up the largest part of the rings.  Also there are the 
remains of many different plants and animals used for food. The rich coastal 
habitat could meet the dietary requirements of large groups of people.
There is an ongoing debate over what the shell rings represent. Some view the 
shell rings as permanent villages. This would make the rings the earliest exam-
ple of permanent occupation of a site in North America. Some think that shell 
rings are the remains of seasonally occupied camps where groups came to hold 
ceremonies and feasts. Some think it’s some combination of both of the above.

Recent excavations of smaller shell rings suggest that they are simply a buildup 
of what amounts to a lot of trash beside a few households. It is also possible 
that the shell rings began as the household debris of people living in a circular 
village, and the shells were later mounded into ring to block cold winter winds.  

The rings might also have served as a defense against unfriendly neighbors. 
Oyster shells are sharp. Try running up a 10 or 15-foot high mound of loose 
shells with bare feet or bare legs. You’ll be sliced and diced before you reach 
the top. It’s also very hard to sneak up such a shell slope quietly. The earliest 
inhabitants of Sapelo Island left shell mounds and rings located throughout the 
island, including a shell ring 15 feet high and 200 feet in diameter. One thing is 
certain; a lot of people ate a lot of very delicious oysters over a lot of years.

Shell rinGS

GEORGIA SEA ISLANDS



6

more than one quarter of Georgia carrying 
over 100,000 gallons of water into the Atlan-
tic Ocean every second. 

Man first appeared in its basin about 11,000 
years ago. Since then the river has carried 
everything from dugout cypress canoes to 
Spanish galleons with missionaries, and 
plantation boats. In the nineteenth century, 
rafts transported lumber, cotton and tobac-
co downriver. In 1819, the first steamboat 
traveled up the Altamaha. The historic set-
tlements, plantations, forts, trails and archeo-
logical mounds dot the Altamaha’s banks.

For 137 miles the Altamaha is crossed only 
five times by roads and twice by rail lines. 
The Altamaha’s basin is a wetland wilder-
ness. The banks of the river, its tributary 
creeks and oxbow lakes are refuges for over 
125 species of rare or endangered plants 
and animals. Bald eagles and swallow-tailed 
kites soar above it. Alligators, sturgeon and 
the manatee swim in it. The gopher tortoise 
and the eastern indigo snake live among its 
sand ridges. A wealth of rare plants has been 
found along the Altamaha and more await 
discovery. 

Gullah s-weetgrass baskets.  Photo by Faith McDavid.
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The Gullah and Geechee culture on the Sea Islands of the southeastern U.S. coast have ethnic traditions that originated in West Africa. The 
name Gullah has come to refer to the islanders in South Carolina. Geechee refers to the islanders of Georgia. The region stretching from San-
dy Island, South Carolina, to Amelia Island, Florida, is known today as the Gullah Coast. 

The culture has been linked to West African ethnic groups who were slaves on island plantations growing rice, indigo, and cotton. A Board 
of Trustees established Georgia in 1732 with the primary purposes of settling impoverished British citizens. The colony enacted an antislavery 
law in 1735. However, the prohibition against slavery was lifted in 1750 as the increasing success of South Carolina’s rice plantations demon-
strated the profits to be made on the backs of slave labor.

Plantation owners bought African slaves from Senegal, Gambia, Sierra Leone, and Liberia since rice, indigo, and cotton were commonly 
grown in this region of Africa. Over the centuries these slaves were able to recreate a portion of their native African cultures and traditions in 
the isolation of the Sea Islands. Traditions of language and culture of the Gullah and Geechee were passed from one generation to the next 
many of which survive to this day.

Slaves from rice growing West Africa brought with them knowledge of how to make tools needed for rice harvesting, including fanner bas-
kets for winnowing rice. The sweetgrass baskets found on the coastal islands were made in the same styles as baskets found in the rice cul-
ture of West Africa. These baskets are still created, primarily as decorative art. 

The Gullah Dialect is actually a language based on West African influences and English. Many words in the Gullah and Geechee culture can 
be linked to ethnic groups in West Africa. 

Religious meetings in “praise houses” were sometimes characterized by fast-paced rhythmic clapping and ring-shout songs. Participants 
would move counterclockwise in a circle, making certain never to cross their feet. Aspects of this spiritual celebration are related to the com-
munal dances found in West African cultures. 

At the end of the American Revolution thousands of slaves from Georgia and South Carolina who had remained loyal to the British were 
transported by the British to safe havens in Canada and elsewhere, thus gaining their freedom. Runaway slaves from the Sea Islands were 
also harbored under Spanish protection in Florida.  At the end of the Civil War, lands on the coastal islands were sold to the newly freed slaves 
during the Port Royal Experiment, part of the U.S. government’s Reconstruction plan for the recovery of the South after the war. During the 
1900s, land on some of the islands—Cumberland, Jekyll, Ossabaw, Sapelo, and St. Simons—became resort locations and wildlife reserves. 
The modern-day conflict over resort development on the islands presents yet another survival test for the Geechee/Gullah culture the most 
intact West African culture in the United States. 

The Gullah & Geechee

GEORGIA SEA ISLANDS
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Tybee Island, located approximately eighteen 
miles east of Savannah, is a seaside com-
munity at the mouth of the Savannah River. 
Almost 3 square-miles in area the island’s 
year-round population is about 3,400. The 
population soars, however, during the sum-
mer season. Tybee Island was once known as 
Savannah Beach, a former name that reflect-
ed both the town’s proximity to the city, the 
river and its resort-like appeal.

early hiSTory

Native Americans, using dugout canoes to 
navigate the waterways, hunted and camped 
in Georgia’s coastal islands for thousands 
of years. The Euchee tribe of Native Ameri-
cans inhabited the island before the arrival of 
the first Spanish explorers. It was claimed by 
explorer Lucas Vasquez de Ayllon in 1520 as 
part of Spanish Florida. 

The Spanish named it Los Bajos. It was at the 
northern end of the Guale missionary prov-
ince of Spanish Florida. After the founding 
of South Carolina in 1670, conflict increased 
between the English and the Spanish. In 
1702, James Moore of South Carolina led 
an invasion of Spanish Florida. The invasion 
failed to take the capital of Florida, St. Augus-
tine, but did destroy the Guale and Mocama 
missionary provinces. After another invasion 

of Spanish Florida by South Carolina in 1704, 
the Spanish retreated to St. Augustine. The 
Spanish retreat from the Sea Islands allowed 
the establishment of the new English colony 
of Georgia. In 1733 English settlers led by 

When General James Oglethorpe established 
Georgia he recognized that the island  served 
as a buffer zone between the colony of South 
Carolina and the territory of Spanish Florida. 
Oglethorpe also realized the strategic impor-
tance of Tybee, placing an outpost on the 
island to guard the mouth of the river that led 
the main settlement of Savannah. In 1736 a 
small fort and lighthouse were constructed 
on the island.

MiliTary hiSTory

Tybee Island played a role in several mili-
tary engagements. During the Revolution-
ary War, when British forces took control of 
Savannah, French and American forces used 
Tybee Island and other outposts as staging 
grounds in preparation for the 1779 Siege of 
Savannah. 

At the beginning of the Civil War Confed-
erate forces occupied both Tybee Island and 
nearby Fort Pulaski, just across the mouth 
of the Savannah River. In December 1861 
Confederate troops, believing the fort to be 

TyBEE 
ISLANd

Pristine sandy beach of Tybee Island.

TYBEE ISLAND
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impenetrable, withdrew to Pulaski. Tybee 
was quickly occupied by Union forces that 
used the newly developed rifled cannon to 
bombard Fort Pulaski. The fort quickly surren-
dered when its masonry walls proved to be 
totally inadequate.  

Fort Screven, built on the north end of Tybee 
Island, was first commissioned in 1899 and 
named for Brigadier General James Screven, 
a Revolutionary War hero. It served as part 
of the U.S. coastal defense system through 
the Spanish-American War, World War I and 
World War II. Fort Screven was closed by the 
federal government in 1947 and sold to the 
city of Savannah. Part of the fort now serves 
as a museum for the Tybee Island Historical 
Society.

TouriSM

Known for its beaches and ocean breezes, 
toward the end of the 1800s Tybee Island 
became a destination for people with asth-
ma, allergies, and other ailments. The prac-
tice was called “taking the salts.” Doctors 
urged patients to spend time on Tybee to 
cure their ailments. Supported by the “Froeb-
el Circle” of Savannah, the “Fresh Air Home” 
provided a camp atmosphere in which inland 
children could spend summer months at the 
seashore.

Around this time Tybee also became a resort 
town. A short way from Savannah, it offered 
from heat and humidity of the inland areas. 
The Tybrisa Pavilion, with its famous crystal 
ball, big bands, and dime dances, was the 
island’s most popular destination. Classic 
beach-style architecture remains a common 
feature of the island’s houses. Visitors can 
still sit under the Tybee Pavilion, fish off the 
Tybee Pier, and walk along beachfront ave-
nues. Local events include several arts, food, 
and music festivals held at Tybee Pavilion; the 
annual Beach Bums Parade along Butler Ave-
nue; and the Polar Bear Plunge in the Atlantic 
Ocean on New Year’s Day.
 

Tybee iSland landMarkS

Tybee Island lIghThouse

Only three years after the establishment of 
the colony of Georgia by British general James 
Oglethorpe in 1733, the first lighthouse was 
built at the mouth of the Savannah River on 
Tybee Island.  Oglethorpe realized that the suc-
cess of his new colony depended largely on 
its development as a commercial port. A total 
of fifteen lighthouses were built along Geor-
gia’s coastline, only five remain, three of which 
have functional lights.

Tybee Island’s first lighthouse, erected in 1736, 
stood only 90 feet high. This structure served Tybee Island Lighthouse by Don Esa

TYBEE ISLAND
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as a day mark for ships coming into the port 
of Savannah. It was built too close to shore 
and was toppled by a storm in 1741. Rebuilt 
in 1742, this lighthouse suffered the same 
fate. A third one, 100 feet tall and farther back 
from the ocean, was built in 1733. In 1790, 
using large candles with large metal discs as 
reflectors, Tybee changed its status from a day 
mark to a true lighthouse.

By 1857, a new Fresnel lens was installed in 
the lighthouse. The Fresnel lens produces a 
bright beam that can be seen up to eighteen 
miles out to sea. In 1867, a new lighthouse 
was built using the lower sixty feet of the 1773 
structure as a foundation. This 154-foot tower 
required three keepers to staff the station.

When the light was converted to electricity in 
1933, there was no need for the three keep-
ers. U.S. Coast Guard maintained the light-
house until 1987. It is one of America’s most 
intact light stations, with all its historic sup-
port structures still on site. The station is main-
tained by the Tybee Island Historical Society 
and is open to the public.  Located at 30 Med-
din Drive.  For more information, call (912) 
786-5801 or visit www.tybeelighthouse.org.

CoCkspur lIghThouse

Situated on an islet off the southeastern tip 
of Cockspur Island marking the South Chan-
nel of the Savannah River, the Cockspur 

Lighthouse is stands twelve miles east of the 
port of Savannah. The islet, often covered by 
high tide, is comprised of oyster shells, and 
marsh grass.

The first brick tower, used as a daytime mark-
er, was completed on Cockspur Island in 
1839. In 1848 it was illuminated and a keep-
ers house was added. In 1854 the structure 
was destroyed by a hurricane, but was rebuilt 
and enlarged on the next year. The lighthouse 
was built of Savannah gray brick and had a 
Fresnel lens. It was illuminated by a lamp that 
burned oil from a sperm whale. 

This small lighthouse received only minor 
damage during the Civil War. However, in 
1881 a storm struck Cockspur Island caus-
ing water to rise 23’ above sea level. The 
storm surge filled the lighthouse interior and 
destroyed the Keeper’s residence.
After repairs the light continued to oper-
ate until 1909, when larger ships with deep 
drafts were no longer able to use the south 
channel. In 1949 the U.S. Coast Guard trans-
ferred the property to the National Park 
Service.

The lighthouse remains open to the public, 
though the terrain of Cockspur Island limits 
access. However, an overlook trail offers visi-
tors the best chance to get a closer look at 
the lighthouse today.Cockspur Lighthouse by Steven Peacock

TYBEE ISLAND
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ForT Screven

Fort Screven was first commissioned in 1899 
and was named for Brigadier General James 
Screven, a Revolutionary War hero who was 
killed in action. The Fort was part of our 
coastal defenses until it was decommissioned 
in 1947. One of its former commanding offi-
cers was General George C. Marshall, Gen-
eral of the Army during W.W. II and later the 
architect of the Marshall Plan that helped to 
rebuild Western Europe after the war. During 
World War II Fort Screven ceased its function 
as coastal Defense and became the training 
center for the U.S. Army Engineer Diving and 
Salvage personnel, training them to salvage 
and repair war damaged ports.

Some of the original fort due still remains 
and it is worth a visit. One of the most impor-
tant remaining structures is the Tybee Post 
Theater constructed in 1930. It was one of 
the first theaters in Georgia to have sound. 
Other remaining buildings include the guard 
house, the bakery (now a private home), and 
barracks (now apartments). The ruins of the 
beach fortifications, and Battery Garland, 
built in 1899, are open to the public. Battery 
Garland houses the Tybee Museum. Cannons 
and other military hardware are on display. 
Another area is Officer’s Row, an impressive 
group of original homes. One of these homes 
is now a bed and breakfast. Fort Screven by Don Esa

TYBEE ISLAND
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ForT pulaskI 

Following the War of 1812, President James 
Madison ordered a new system of coast-
al fortifications to protect the United States 
against foreign invasion. Construction of a 
fort to protect the port of Savannah began 
in 1829 under the direction of Major General 
Babcock, and later Second Lieutenant Robert 
E. Lee, a recent graduate of West Point. The 
new fort was located on Cockspur Island at 
the mouth of the Savannah River. 

In 1833, the new fort was named Fort Pulas-
ki in honor of Count Casimir Pulaski, a Polish 
soldier and military commander who fought 
in the American Revolution under the com-
mand of George Washington. Pulaski was a 
noted cavalryman and played a role in train-
ing Revolutionary troops. 

Wooden pilings were sunk up to 70 feet into 
the mud to support an estimated 25,000,000 
bricks. Fort Pulaski was finally completed in 
1847 following 18 years of construction and 
nearly $1,000,000 in construction costs.

Walls were eleven feet thick, thought to be 
impenetrable except by only the largest land 
artillery, which at the time were smooth bore 
cannon. These cannons had a range of only 
around a half-mile, and the nearest land 

(Tybee Island) was much further away than 
that. The fort was thought to be impervious 
to enemy attack.

In 1860, when South Carolina seceded from 
the Union, Fort Pulaski was taken over by the 
state of Georgia. A steamship carrying 110 
men from Savannah traveled downriver and 
the fort was signed over to the state. Fol-
lowing the secession of Georgia in February 
1861, Georgia joined the Confederacy and 
Confederate troops moved into the fort.

By December 1861, Tybee Island was aban-
doned by Confederate forces. This allowed 
Union troops to gain a foothold across the 
Savannah River from Fort Pulaski. Union forc-
es under Quincy A. Gillmore began construc-
tion of batteries along the beaches of Tybee. 
On the morning of April 10, 1862 Union forc-
es asked for the surrender of the fort to pre-
vent needless loss of life. Colonel Charles H. 
Olmstead, commander of the Confederate 
garrison, rejected the offer.

Fort Pulaski was prepared for an attack. How-
ever, Fort Pulaski never endured a direct land 
assault. With 36 guns, including the new 
James Rifled Cannon, Union troops began a 
long sustained bombardment of Fort Pulaski. 
The new rifled cannon fired a rifled projec-
tile that could go farther (4–5 miles) than the 
larger and heavier smoothbore cannonball 

Photo by Genevieve Bailey-Rogers
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(.5 mile) Within 30 hours, the use of the new 
cannon had breached one of the fort’s cor-
ner walls. Shells now passed through the fort 
dangerously close to the main powder mag-
azine. Reluctantly, Colonel Olmstead surren-
dered the fort. Only one Confederate soldier 
and one Union soldier were injured. 

Within six weeks of the surrender, Union forc-
es repaired the fort and all shipping in and 
out of Savannah ceased. The loss of Savan-
nah as a viable Confederate port crippled the 
Southern war effort. When President Abra-
ham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Procla-
mation in 1863, Fort Pulaski was made a final 

destination on the Underground Railroad as 
slaves throughout the area were freed upon 
arrival on Cockspur Island.

Late in the War, the fort would be made into 
a prison for a group of captured Confeder-
ate officers known as “The Immortal Six 
Hundred.” Thirteen of these men would die 
at the fort. After the War ended Fort Pulaski 
continued as a military and political prison for 
a short while. 

By the turn of the 20th century, it began to 
fall into disrepair. In an effort to save the old 
fort, the War Department finally declared 
Fort Pulaski a National Monument on Octo-
ber 15, 1924 by presidential proclamation of 
Calvin Coolidge. The monument was trans-
ferred from the War Department to the 
National Park Service on August 10, 1933. At 
that time members of the Civilian Conserva-
tion Corps began rehabilitation of the fort. 

Fort Pulaski was opened to the public only for 
a short time before the beginning of World 
War II. This war would see further use of 
Cockspur Island as a section base for the U.S. 
Navy. Following WWII, Fort Pulaski revert-
ed to the Park Service’s control. Open to the 
public, it’s located off of US Highway 80 East 
on the way to Tybee Island.  For more infor-
mation, call (912) 786-5787 or visit www.
nps.gov/fopu/.Photo by Genevieve Bailey-Rogers

Photo by Genevieve Bailey-Rogers

TYBEE ISLAND

http://www.nps.gov/fopu/
http://www.nps.gov/fopu/


14

Little Tybee Island, the Cabbage Islands and 
Williamson Island are relatively new mem-
bers of coastal Georgia’s chain of barrier 
islands. You can only reach these unspoiled 
islands only by private boat. Little Tybee is can 
be seen from the south end of Tybee Island.  
Williamson is south of Little Tybee. Cabbage 
Island, located south of Wilmington Island 
and west of Little Tybee.

Little Tybee has almost 7000 total acres but it 
is composed mostly of marsh. It is more than 
twice the size of Tybee Island and its beach is 
as long as Tybee’s, but Little Tybee has only 
about 600 upland acres. Cabbage Islands are 
mainly marsh with some beaches. Williamson 
is an island that has recently evolved from a 
sand bar. 

Rare sea and shorebird species such as Wil-
son’s Plovers, Least Terns, and American Oys-
ter catchers nest right on the beach in sand 
nests. Threatened loggerhead sea turtles also 
nest on the islands. The islands include tid-
al creeks, salt marsh, hammock, and beach. 
Spartina grass is found in the marshes, while 
maritime forests of live oaks, cabbage palms, 
and saw palmetto are found on the uplands 
as well as Pines, cedars, and wax myrtles. Sea 
oats trap blowing sand in the growing dunes.

The Kerr-McGee Corporation bought little 
Tybee and Cabbage islands in 1968. They 

intended to mine the islands for their rich 
phosphorites. An advisory team from the 
University of Georgia reported that the oper-
ation had the potential of contaminating 
coastal Georgia’s freshwater aquifer with salt 
water and depleting the estuary’s oxygen lev-
els, thus suffocating the marine life. 

Public outrage resulted in the passage of the 
Coastal Marshlands Protection Act, which 
effectively prohibited Kerr-McGee from 
developing the islands’ mineral assets. In 
1990, the Kerr-McGee Corporation donat-
ed the islands to The Nature Conservancy 
of Georgia, which in turn sold them to the 
state. The islands are managed by the Geor-
gia Department of Natural Resources. Beach 
recreational activities are permitted on these 
islands. 

Before 1957 Williamson Island didn’t exist. 
Then it started to develop as a peninsula 
attached to Little Tybee. By 1976, the island 
consisted of 250 acres with 2 miles of beach, 
and it was large enough to acquire the name 
of Williamson Island. Today the island is a liv-
ing laboratory, where scientists can learn how 
barrier island biospheres evolve. Because of 
threats to critical shorebird nesting sites the 
interior of the island is off limits to visitors and 
dogs are strictly prohibited. The north and 
south ends of the island and the entire beach 
along the front are open to recreational use. 

LITTLE TyBEE,
CABBAgE ISLANd,
& WILLIAmSON 

ISLANd

Little Tybee Island.  Photo by Bill & Sylvia

LITTLE TYBEE ISLAND, CABBAGE ISLAND, & WILLIAMSON ISLAND

https://flic.kr/ps/2rT7y1
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Typical of Georgia’s inshore coastal islands, 
the Isle of Hope is almost surrounded by a 
tidal salt marsh. It is on the Skidaway River 
about eight miles from downtown Savannah. 
Skidaway Island is located opposite bank of 
the Skidaway River to the east. The Georgia 
mainland is located opposite the Moon Riv-
er to the west. Wormsloe Plantation occupies 
most of the southern half of the Isle of Hope.

The Isle of Hope is a historic waterfront com-
munity established as a summer retreat for 
nearby Savannah in the 1840’s and 50’s. It 
was a place to escape the heat and mosqui-
toes of the city. Its popularity as a summer 
spot increased when a railroad line connect-
ed it to the city after the civil war. Today the 
island is one of the most affluent communi-
ties in the state and is known for its historic 
plantations and exclusive waterfront proper-
ties. The island’s has attracted a number of 
Hollywood film productions, including the 
Oscar winning “Glory,” the original “Cape 
Fear” and “Forrest Gump.” 

Isle of Hope has a varied collection of resi-
dences ranging from small cottages to impos-
ing mansions, landscaped with magnificent 
live oaks and a variety of palms. Architectural 
Styles range from Greek Revival to Victorian, 
Neoclassical and Craftsman/Bungalow. 

There are also two historic wood-framed 

churches. The Isle of Hope United Method-
ist Church was built before the Civil War. 
The Confederates used the property as an 
encampment and the church itself as a hos-
pital. Wounded soldiers carved their initials 
into the pews that were used for makeshift 
beds. When the old church burned during its 
1984 renovation, the pews were saved and 
can be viewed by the curious. Isle of Hope’ 
beauty and history make it well worth the vis-
itors time. 

colonial WorMSloe

The approach to Wormsloe, through the iron 
gates and down a long avenue sheltered by 
live oaks and Spanish moss is unsurpassed 
in the South. The view down the 1½ mile 
long avenue is alone makes the visit worth-
while. The avenue leads to the fortified tabby 
ruins of Wormsloe, the 18th century colo-
nial estate of Noble Jones. Wormsloe’s tab-
by ruins are the oldest standing structures in 
Savannah. The site consists of 822 acres the 
tabby ruins a museum, and a demonstration 
area interpreting colonial daily life.

In 1736 Jones obtained a grant for 500 acres 
on the Isle of Hope and constructed a forti-
fied house on the southeast tip of the island 
overlooking the Skidaway River, located 
about halfway between downtown Savan-

ISLE OF HOpE

Marina on Isle of Hope

ISLE OF HOPE
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nah and the Atlantic Ocean. The fortified 
house was part of a network of defensive 
structures established by James Oglethorpe, 
founder of Georgia, to protect Savannah 
from a potential Spanish invasion.. 

The house was constructed between 1739 
and 1745 using wood and tabby, a crude 
type of concrete made from oyster shells and 

lime. The fortress consisted of 8-foot high 
walls with bastions at each of its four cor-
ners. The fort house was 1.5 stories and had 
five rooms. Oglethorpe allotted Jones’ fort 
a 12-man marine garrison and a scout boat 
with which to patrol the river. 

“Wormslow”— the name Jones gave to his 
estate— probably refers to Wormslow in the 
Welsh border country from which the Jones 
family hailed. Jones subsequently developed 
Wormsloe into a small plantation, and his 
descendants built a large mansion at the site 
which they used as a country residence. 

In 1961, the descendants donated most 
of the Wormsloe estate to the Wormsloe 
Foundation, while retaining ownership of 
Wormsloe House and its immediate area. 
The State of Georgia acquired the bulk of the 
Wormsloe Plantation in 1973 and opened it 
to the public as a state historic site in 1979. 
The descendants of Noble Jones still con-
trol Wormsloe House and its surrounding 
acreage.

Today, visitors can enjoy costumed interpret-
ers, tour a museum and view short film about 
the site and the founding of Georgia. An 
interpretive nature trail leads past the tabby 
ruins to a living-history area where, demon-
strators in period dress exhibit the tools and 
skills of colonial Georgia. 

Replica colonial wattle-and-daub hut at Colonial 
Wormsloe. Photo by Brian Stansberry.

The ruins of Noble Jones’ tabby fort at the Wormsloe 
Historic Site near Savannah, Georgia, in the 
southeastern United States. Construction of the fort 
began in 1739 and was completed in 1745. The walls 
were originally 8 feet (2.5m) high. The house faced 
the Skidaway Narrows. The remants of a cellar, well, 
and hearth are found within the wall ruins.  
Photo by Brian Stansberry.

Colonial Wormsloe

ISLE OF HOPE
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Of all Georgia’s coastal barrier islands, Was-
saw Island is the only one that looks pretty 
much as it did before the Europeans arrived. 
It is almost undisturbed disturbed by man. 
Wassaw’s forests were never cleared for tim-
ber or cotton. In 1969 Wassaw became the 
“Wassaw Island National Wildlife Refuge” 
a sanctuary for migratory birds and nest-
ing loggerhead sea turtles. Only ruins of Fort 
Morgan, constructed during the Spanish-
American War, the Parson house and the 
Federal Dock (refuge headquarters office) 
mar the islands natural state.

Wassaw is south of Skidaway Island and 
is almost 6 miles long and about two miles 
wide. Wassaw Island has about 10,000 acres 
that consist of salt marshes, maritime forests, 
dunes, mudflats and about six miles of ocean 
beach. The land mass is about 3/4 salt marsh-
es and mudflats, and 1/4 beaches, dunes, 
and maritime forest.

The oceanfront on the north end of Wassaw 
is being eroded. The beach is littered with the 
sun-bleached limbs of cedar and oak trees 
and is known as a “Bone-yard Beach.” The 
southeastern tip of the island, however, is 
growing and shows evidence of rapid sand 
buildup and a new series of dune ridges has 
appeared.

The island’s name is comes from an Indian 

WASSAW

ISLANd

Wassaw Island was designated a natural 
landmark in 1975. The island is accessible 
only by chartered or private boat. The 
public is encouraged to use twenty miles 
of dirt trails for hiking or bicycling.

Photo by Jon Dedic.

word for sassafras, which still grows on the 
island. In the 1500’s French traders came to 
Wassaw, collected and shipped sassafras 
back to Europe, to make a popular medicinal 
tea. Man’s activity on Wassaw has been mini-
mal. Indians used the island for hunting and 
collecting shellfish. Indian artifacts dating to 
A.D. 500-600 have been found on the island.

In 1846 a cholera epidemic prompted white 
authorities to send 300 slaves to Wassaw to 
help them avoid the disease. Eleven slaves 
owned by black planter Anthony Oding-
sell, who owned Little Wassaw Island, were 
among those sent to the island. Anthony 
Odingsell was the wealthiest free person of 
color in Georgia for many years. 

During the Civil War the island was occu-
pied first by Confederate and then by Union 
troops. Then in1866 George Parsons, a 
wealthy businessman from Kennebunk, 
Maine, purchased Wassaw, Little Wassaw, 
and the surrounding salt marshes. Parsons 
constructed about twenty miles of interior 
roads on the island, as well as a housing com-
pound for his family and friends.

During the Spanish-American War, in 1898, 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers built Fort Mor-
gan on Wassaw’s north end to protect the 
southern approach to Savannah, by way 
of the Wilmington River from the Spanish. 

WASSAW ISLAND
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The fort was of built of concrete, tabby and 
stone. Only part of the fort still exists, and the 
remains are threatened by erosion. The ruins 
that remain seem to sink a few more inches 
into the ground each year. At high tide, water 
from the ocean forms pools around the fort, 
sometimes trapping fish as long as 3 feet that 
remain when the tide goes out.  

In 1930 the Parson family formed the Was-
saw Island Trust to preserve the island and 
prevent future development. Since 1969 
Wassaw Island has been owned by the fed-
eral government and managed by the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service as a national wildlife 
refuge. The family and the trustees retained 
180 acres in the center of the island, includ-
ing the Parsons’ housing compound, for their 
personal use.

More than 200 bird species have been iden-
tified on Wassaw. The freshwater sloughs 
and ponds are home to dozens of alligators. 
Waterfowl use the ponds during fall and win-
ter. Bald eagles and osprey nest on the island, 
as do oystercatchers, plovers, and terns. 

Beginning around April, Wassaw’s beach pro-
vides nesting sites for more than eighty log-
gerheads turtles and turtlers can camp at the 
turtlers’ cabin at the Federal Dock. The U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service maintains a the dock 
and small headquarters on Wassaw Creek. Wassaw Island from the water.  

WASSAW ISLAND
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OSSABAW 
ISLANd

Ossawbaw Island.  Photo by Susan Dennis.

Ossabaw Island is the principle barrier island 
along the north coast of Georgia. It is locat-
ed about twenty miles south of the city of 
Savannah. It is the second largest of Georgia’s 
barrier islands. Ossabaw contains 11,000 
acres of wooded uplands with freshwater 
ponds and 16,000 acres of marshlands and 
tidal creeks. It lies between Wassaw Island 
and the Ogeechee River on the north and St. 
Catherines Island on the south. There is no 
bridge connecting it to anything. It can only 
be reached by boat. 

Evidence of human presence extends back 
for at over 4,000 years, based on the dating 
of pottery shards. There are numerous pre-
historic shell rings on the island. The Guale 
Indians inhabited it at the time of the Span-
ish exploration of the Georgia coast in the 
1500’s. The Spanish established a system of 
missions on the coastal islands. Throughout 
this period the Guale alternately supplied 
and fought with the Spanish. Then in 1579 
the Indian village of Asapo on Ossabaw was 
destroyed by the Spanish as part of a gener-
al retaliation against rebellious Indians along 
the coast. 

By the time the English drove the Spanish 
from the Sea Islands in the 1730s, the Guale 
had moved already moved inland. The ear-
liest English treaties reserved the island for 
the Creek Indians. In 1758 Creek leaders 

were persuaded to convey the island to King 
George II of England. 

In 1760 the island passed into private owner-
ship by the John Morel family and was farmed 
and timbered with slave labor and after John 
Morel’s death it was eventually divided into 
four plantations whose primary crop was Sea 
Island cotton. After the American Civil War, 
the island was farmed on a small scale by sev-
eral owners and tenant farmers. 

The Morel family retained the northern part 
of the island until its sale in 1886 to James 
M. Waterbury, a sportsman and a founder of 
the New York Yacht Club. At North End was a 
plantation residence, and several tabby slave 
dwellings that are still standing.

Later part of the island was acquired by Phila-
delphians John Wanamaker, owner of one of 
the nation’s largest department-store chains. 
The Wanamakers built the clubhouse on the 
north end of the island, a structure that still 
stands.  

Finally in a series of transactions, beginning in 
1907, Henry D. Weed of Savannah acquired 
all of Ossabaw Island. For the first time since 
the death of John Morel in 1777, Ossabaw 
was under ownership of a single individual.

After 1916 it was owned by a group of 

OSSABAW ISLAND
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wealthy businessman and used for hunting. 
In 1924 Dr. Henry Norton Torrey and his wife, 
Nell Ford Torrey, purchased Ossabaw. In 1926 
construction was completed on the large 
Spanish Mediterranean–style Main House 
near Torrey Landing on the northern end of 
the island. The Torreys also developed roads, 
hunting lodges, and a beach house. 

In 1961 the West family’s Ossabaw Founda-
tion created the Ossabaw Island Project, an 
artistic and scholarly retreat. 

In 1978, no longer able to subsidize the artis-
tic, educational, and scientific activity on the 
island, and rejecting offers for resort devel-
opment, the Wests chose to sell the island to 
the State of Georgia as a Heritage Preserve.

Ossabaw is managed by the Georgia Depart-
ment of Natural Resources, which has a “Use 
Agreement” with The Ossabaw Island Foun-
dation. The general public must apply to vis-
it. The island is open to groups engaged in 
study, research and education. Those groups 
include young people, adult interest groups, 
colleges and universities, teachers, artists and 
researchers.

Ossabaw Island beach.  Photo by William Hughes.

OSSABAW ISLAND
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St. Catherines Island, also known as Santa 
Catalina, is a privately owned island located 
midway along the Georgia coast, 50 miles 
south of Savannah in Liberty County. The 
island is ten miles long and varies from one 
to three miles wide. Ossabaw island is to the 
north and Blackbeard and Sepalo Islands are 
to the south. Over half of its 14,600 acres are 
tidal marsh and wetlands. About 6700 acres 
are densely wooded upland covered in with 
pine and live oak. There are “fine” beaches 
that won’t do you any good because the St. 
Catherines Island Foundation won’t let the 
public on the island.

It is the site of important archaeological inves-
tigations and is designated a National Historic 
Landmark because of its rich human history. 
In addition, the Wildlife Conservation Society 
of New York’s Bronx Zoo once kept hundreds 
of exotic and endangered animals there to 
propagate them and then release them into 
the wild.

Native Americans used St. Catherines as 
a hunting and fishing ground as many as 
4,000 years ago. The Guale Indians had a 
town on St. Catherines in the 1500s. It was 
the site of the first Spanish outpost in Geor-
gia. In the late 1500s Spanish Franciscan fri-
ars from St. Augustine, Florida, established 
a small mission on St. Catherines to convert 
the Indians to Christianity. In 1597 the Guale 

ST. CATHErINES 
ISLANd

St. Catherines Island salt marsh.  Photo by 
William D. Bone.

Indians staged a rebellion, and the mission 
was burned. In 1602 the Spanish established 
the mission of Santa Catalina de Guale, and 
until 1680 it was the center of the Guale mis-
sionary province of Spanish Florida. It was the 
primary presidio in a line of Spanish missions 
ranging between Parris Island, South Caroli-
na, in the north and Amelia Island, Florida in 
the south.

After the English established a settlement at 
Charleston, South Carolina, in 1670, Eng-
lish colonial and commercial interests began 
to push south and the Spanish abandoned 
the mission by 1680. Creek Indians then 
moved onto the island and established a vil-
lage there. In the 1730s Savannah’s founder, 
James Oglethorpe, claimed St. Catherines as 
part of the colony of Georgia. His interpreter, 
Mary Musgrove, who was half Creek, chal-
lenged that claim. She and her husband, 
Thomas Bosomworth, received St. Catherines 
in a settlement with the British crown in the 
1760s.

In 1766 the island was leased to Button 
Gwinnett, a signer of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. He lived on St. Catherines until he 
died from a fatal wound in a duel in 1777. 
Gwinnett’s home still stands on the island. 
Jacob Waldburg acquired the island in 1800 
and grew Sea Island cotton there. The island 
was run as a plantation until the Civil War.

ST. CATHERINES ISLAND
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After the Civil War St. Catherines was bought 
in 1876 by John J. Rauers of Savannah. He 
built an impressive mansion and established 
a private game reserve. But in 1898 a hurri-
cane swept away the mansion. St. Cathe-
rines was then purchased in 1943 by Edward 
John Noble, who had made his fortune with 
the Life Savers Candy. He established a Black 
Angus cattle operation there, and used the 
island as a business retreat until his death in 
1958. In 1968 the island was transferred to 
the Edward John Noble Foundation. (Inheri-
tance taxes were big in 1968.)

The island is now owned by the St. Cath-
erines Island Foundation, and the island’s 
interior is operated for charitable, scientific, 
literary, and educational purposes. In 1986, 
David Hurst Thomas, an archaeologist from 
the American Museum of Natural History in 
New York City, found what remained of the 
Mission Santa Catalina de Guale. The project 
also documented the oldest known church in 
Georgia and Native American graves dated to 
1350 B.C.

This boneyard was created by the ever-shifting coastline that has encroached upon the tree-line of the maritime 
forest of St. Catherines Island.  Photo by William D. Bone.
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