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Fig. 3. Above are pictured the Spanish colonial 
coastal settlements including all the Spanish 
missions.  Missions were built to Christianize 
the Native Americans and teach them 
agriculture.  Reprinted with permission from 
Carl Vinson Institute of Government, University 
of Georgia. 
  

Fig. 4. The map above shows all the 
British colonies and when they were 
established.  Reprinted with permission 
from Deborah Tewey.      

 
Section Three    The English Occupation  
 
Daily Warm-up – Which European country was responsible for building Spanish missions along the 
coast that is modern-day Georgia? 
 
Terms to Know 
 
The Debatable Land Jamestown Cash crops 
Savannah River Barbados Charles Town 
Beaufort Plantations Altamaha River 
John Barnwell Fort King George General James Oglethorpe 
Georgia    
 

During the late 1500s and well into the 1600s, Spanish missions 
popped up along the entire coast of modern Georgia.  These missions 
spread west into a region the Spanish referred to as Apalachicola.  The 
purposes of these missions were to Christianize Native Americans and 
to teach them agricultural techniques.  

 From 1660 to 1680, the English and their Indian allies began 
raiding these missions and destroying them.  Eventually, the Spanish 
were forced to retreat back to St. Augustine, in Florida.  Over the next 
five decades, the territory separating South Carolina from Florida 
became known as “The Debatable Land.”  This is because England, 
France, and Spain all competed and argued to control it.      
 The English had started building colonies in the early 1600s, 
starting with Jamestown, Virginia in 1607.  The primary focus of these 
colonies was growing cash crops 
such as tobacco and rice.  These crops 
earned vast amounts of wealth.  

Throughout the rest of the 1600s, the 
British had built colonies all along 
the entire east coast of North 
America all the way down to the 
Savannah River.    

 In 1670, South Carolina was 
established by a group of proprietors, landlords back in England who 
owned land in the colonies.  The colony was populated with settlers and 
slaves, many of whom came up from Barbados.  Barbados is an island 
in the Caribbean Sea.  Over the next several decades, the colony grew, 
especially Charles Town and Beaufort.  Both towns had economies 
that centered largely on rice production.  Growing rice was done on 
plantations, large tracts of planted land that required much slave labor.  
Consequently, South Carolina had an enormous slave population.  

Carolina trappers carried on a very rich trade in furs with Native 
Americans to the west.  Soon, the British came to view the Indians as 
possible allies who could help them defeat the French and the Spanish and began to compete heavily for 
control of the fur trade.  In fact, the English traders were so competitive that they began trading guns, 
alcohol, and iron tools with the Indians in order to get their business.  As a result, the Natives became 
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increasingly reliant upon Europeans for survival.  This is because the Indians began to leave their 
traditional lifestyle in exchange for a more modern one.  Alcoholism became a serious problem among 
many tribes.  Furthermore, guns made warfare among the tribes more brutal and competitive. 

 In the early part of the 1700s, the French started to settle 
in present-day Alabama, east of the Mississippi River.  These 
settlements scared many Carolina colonists.  They became 
convinced that both the French and Spanish were out to 
surround Carolina with enemy colonies and ultimately “choke” 
the British out of Carolina and Virginia.  Spanish Saint 
Augustine was only about three hundred miles south from 
Charles Town, South Carolina.    
 All of these factors brought on a great deal of fear among 
the colonists in South Carolina. The colony had already been 
attacked by the Spanish in the 1680s and had suffered great 

losses.  Since the French seemed ready to attack the colony, its colonists and governmental officials began 
demanding that some type of military protection be provided to help defend it.    
 In 1720, the British government approved a fort to be 
built at the entrance of the Altamaha, a river that lies in 
southeast Georgia today and is one of the largest river 
systems east of the Mississippi River.  Colonel John 
“Tuscarora Jack” Barnwell was sent to oversee its 
construction.  He chose to name it Fort King George in 
honor of King George I of Great Britain.   
 In 1721, Barnwell began the task of building the fort; 
however, there were many problems. He had requested 
healthy soldiers;  instead, he got a group of invalids, a name 
given to elderly soldiers who were not very fit for military 

service.  These invalids got sick on the boat ride over from 
England to South Carolina and could not go to serve Barnwell 
until the winter of 1722.  
 By 1724, the fort was in serious trouble.  Over two 
thirds of the original soldiers there had died, mostly from 
diseases such as dysentery and malaria.  Colonel Barnwell 
himself died in that year as well.  The following year, the fort 
burned in a mysterious accident.  It is quite probable, however,  
that the soldiers may have conspired to burn it, hoping that its 
destruction would get them away from the Altamaha and back 

to civilization in South Carolina.  In spite of the fire, by 1725 
the fort was re-built, except this time with poor wood.  The 
fort never really seemed to fully recover from the disastrous 
fire.  The fort was eventually abandoned in 1727 due to 
financial problems and dying soldiers.  
 Fort King George, though it may have seemed 
unsuccessful, was a very important development.  It was the 
first step in the establishment of Georgia, the thirteenth 

British colony in North America. When Georgia’s founder, General James Oglethorpe, came here in 
1733, he sought to establish a “buffer colony” between Spanish Florida and the British colonies to the 
north.   This buffer colony helped the Carolinians by offering them military protection from Spanish 

Reading Skills Break 
Based upon the context of its use in 
the sentence above, which of the 
following best explains the 
meaning of the word traditional?   

A.)  Y-sounger 
B.)  New 
C.) Customary 
D.) Typical    

Reading Skills Break  
Based upon the context of its use in 
the sentence below, which of the 
following best explains the 
meaning of the word conspired?   

A.)  Tricked 
B.)  Worked 
C.)  Planned   
D.)  Plotted  

Fig. 6. Shown above is a historical map (1725) of the 
river systems that separated South Carolina and Spanish 
Florida.  The bottom river is the Altamaha.  Great 
Britain, France, and Spain all wanted control of this 
river.  Reprinted with permission from University of 
Georgia Hargrett Library Rare Map Collections.      

The Altamaha River 

The Debtable Land 
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invasion from Florida.  This was not a new idea, however; Carolina officials had developed this idea 
previously in 1720 with the plan to build Fort King George.  The fort was supposed to be the first step in 
building a town on the Altamaha River.  This town was supposed to be settled by people who could serve 
as a militia.  The militia was to be in charge of defending the southern frontier from Spanish invasion.  
Once General Oglethorpe established Georgia, the buffer was in place.   

 Throughout the 1600s and 1700s, the land we know today as 
Georgia was a vast territory known as “the debatable land.”  Three 
of the world’s mightiest nations competed to occupy and control it.  
It was a highly valued land mostly because of its river systems and 
its natural resources.  The rivers made for good transportation, and 
the natural resources could be used to make valuable consumer 
products back in Europe.  Fortunes could be made or lost in the 
business of colony building.  Whichever country held more land in 

the New World was likely to make the most money in the 
competition for world control.  For these reasons, the land now 
called Georgia was once one of the most desired territories in the 
world.     
 
 

Self-Check: 
1) What about the British colonies’ economy was different from those of Spain and France?    
2) Why did the British colonists of Carolina want Fort King George to be built?      
3) What does it mean when we say that Georgia was once a “debatable land?”      

 
 
Guided Reading Quiz: 

1. True or False?  French soldiers drove the Spanish missions off the Georgia coast?   
2. True or False?  Rice was the main cash crop grown in colonial South Carolina?   
3. True or False?  Slavery was not very common in South Carolina.  
4. True or False?  Spain established Spanish missions all along the southeast coast.   
5. True or False? The British relied mostly on the fur trade for income in their colonies.   
6. True or False?  Fort King George was built to provide protection from Britain’s enemies.                
7. True or False?  It was the French who caused much fear in South Carolina over the security of the 

colony.  
8.  True or False?  Most of the soldiers at Fort King George died from diseases.                  
9.  True or False?  Fort King George was abandoned in 1727 after the French attacked it and tore it 

down.                
10. True or False?  The debatable land had river systems that made this territory very valued to all 

European colonists.      
 
 

Fig. 7. Over the past three decades, Fort King 
George has been re-constructed to its original 
state on its original location.  Today Fort King 
George Historic Site hosts thousands of visitors 
from all over the world.  Property of DNR, 
FKGHS 
   


