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Estimates of Population for Pendleton 
District, SC—1784-1791 

Methodology used to Estimate Earliest Settlers in Pendleton District, SC 

arly sources give small numbers for the population of Pendleton District between 1784 

and 1788. Examining those numbers in relation to the number of grants issued for that 

time period and the population reported in the US Census of 1790, raises questions 

regarding when the massive immigration truly began. 

Estimates of populations prior to the decennial census are always fraught with problems. 

However, a few facts gleaned from the Land Grant Act of 1784 helped increase the validity of 

the estimates described within “Dominion Over the Earth” published in the Upper South 

Carolina Genealogy & History.1 .  

The Act of 1784 called for one Commissioner of Locations whose office was to be centrally 

located in each of the Circuit Court Districts. In 1784, the former Cherokee territory (later 

Pendleton and Greenville Districts) was subsumed as unorganized territory under Ninety-six 

District Court. Due to remoteness and size, Ninety-six District was divided into two sub-districts, 

each having a Commissioner of 

Locations assigned to it, rendering 

eight commissioners for the state. 

The Saluda River served as the 

boundary between the north and 

south sub-districts for Ninety-six. 

Each Commissioner was authorized to 

issue survey warrants only within 

their assigned district boundaries. A 

maximum of six Deputy Surveyors per 

district could be used to run the 

boundary lines and draw the plats. 

Like the Commissioners, deputy 

surveyors for each district were restricted to run lines in one district only.  

With the Commissioner of Locations district boundary drawn along the Saluda, that part of the 

territory, later to become Greenville Co., was served by the northern office; the region that was 

to become Pendleton District was served out of the southern office, which also served Abbeville 
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 Sharon Gayle, "Dominion over the Earth: Cherokee Cessions, State Bounty and Land Grants and the 
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and Edgefield. Although two offices accepted applications and performed the surveys, the 

records kept in Charleston did not differentiate between the northern and southern offices. 

Since the deputy surveyors were restricted to assigned districts, this fact helped reduce the total 

set of grants to be considered. Identifying where these men were assigned helped reduce the 

total set of grants to be explored in detail. Four Deputy Surveyors were identified as assigned to 

the southern sub-district in 1784. Of those four, three operated substantially in the region 

“above the Ancient Indian Boundary.” From this point in the analysis, random sampling was 

done.  

The South Carolina Dept of Archives publishes an online database containing an index to land 

grant plats. The database is searchable on such parameters as grantee name, surveyor name, 

location or district, landmark features (e.g., river/creek) and date the plat was certified. Using 

these parameters, I was able to extract and generate a subset for further analysis. The final step 

was to randomly select a sampling of 50 records per year in order to determine where these 

particular plats were located. Randomness was achieved by using a computerized random 

number generator.  

This method, while not perfect, did seem to offer a reasonable estimate of the number of 

settlers moving into the region about the time that the Treaty of Hopewell was signed. One 

other factor, the requirement to occupy and improve the land within two years of the grant date 

introduced the following caveats: 

1. Each plat was drawn upon warrant issued by the Commissioner of Locations. 

The plat was forwarded to the Surveyor General for certification and, from 

there, to the Secretary of State where it was filed. If the grantee failed to follow 

through with payment for the land, the grant would not have been “awarded”. 

So the total set of plats to the corresponding set of grants may be high. Thus, 

the total number of settlers may be overstated. In order to minimize this effect, 

I randomly selected plats in order to search for the relevant grant documents to 

determine an approximation of overstatement. Out of 200 searches, two cases 

were identified where a matching grant was not found, representing 1%. 

Estimates were adjusted accordingly. 

2. The act included a clause which required the grantee to occupy the land within 

two years and cultivate it for a minimum of twelve months before it could be 

alienated (sold, divided, gifted or traded).  Speculators found ways to get 

around this requirement, some by moving tenants onto the land. In the case of 

one speculator, by using his power as administrator over another’s estate to 

purchase property and later purchasing the property, still, below par. While the 

tenants were not true land owners, they nonetheless faced the same threats 
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and ordeals as yeomen farmers. It was not necessary to adjust the estimates. 

Still, this factor is noted for the record. 

3. The two year “grace period” allowed some grantees to postpone occupation 

until 1786. It is certainly probable that families moved after harvest season in 

1784 or 1785. Thus, estimates of settlers actually living in the Pendleton region 

between 1784 and 1786 could be overstated. Yet, the early report that only 

twenty families were living in Pendleton District in 1786 does not seem entirely 

credible. An estimated 700+ grants issued between May and December 1784. 

Even with the sub-division of Ninety-Six, the area that became Pendleton 

District was still large (1,840 sq. miles). The remoteness and terrain made travel 

to a town center difficult.  Settlements to the north of where the village of 

Pendleton would be established may have gone unnoticed by the reporters. 

4. Squatters may have moved onto vacant lands within the region. Historians 

generally mention squatters in the context of transgressing Indian lands. 

However, squatter is defined here as anyone who occupied and used land for 

which they had no legal ownership or tenancy. These squatters would have 

been subject to the same threats and ordeals as anyone with ownership or 

tenancy rights. There is no effective way to estimate these numbers. So 

population numbers derived from the plat database would fail to include this 

segment of the region’s population.  
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